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W h a t ’ s so Funny?:  F a m i l i e s  i n  t h e  Comics
P i c t u r e  t h i s :  A s m a l l  s p a c e c r a f t  l a n d s  a t  t h e  S o u th
P o l e .  Two r e l a t i v e l y  i n n o c u o u s - l o o k i n g  i n d i v i d u a l s  e m e r g e ,  
n o t e  pads i n  h a nd ,  r e a d y  t o  make t h e i r  o b s e r v a t i o n s  o f  l i f e  
on P l a n e t  E a r t h .  The p e n g u in s  a r e  c o o p e r a t i v e ,  i n s o f a r  as  
t h e y  a r e  a b l e ,  b u t  t h e  s i m p l i c i t y  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s  l e a v e s  t h e  
v i s i t o r s  u n s a t i s f i e d .  The s p a c e s h i p  i s  t r a n s m o g r i f i e d  i n t o  
a t w i n - e n g i n e  C essna  ( w i t h  s o l a r  p r o p u l s i o n ,  o f  c o u r s e )  and  
t h e  duo f l i e s  due n o r t h ,  smack i n t o  M i d d l e  A m e r i c a ,  USA. I n  
M i d d l e  A m e r ic a ,  t h e  p a i r  b e g i n  s e r i o u s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  i n t o  
t h e  l i f e  and h a b i t s  o f  t h e  modern A m e r ic a n  f a m i l y .  They  
w a tc h  t e l e v i s i o n ,  r e a d  n e w s p a p e r s ,  go t o  m o v ie s ,  m i n g l e  w i t h  
t h e  n a t i v e s ,  and ask  in n o c u o u s  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  m a t i n g  ha b ­
i t s .  And t h r o u g h  i t  a l l  t h e y  s t r i v e  w i t h  H e r c u l e a n  e f f o r t  
t o  l e a v e  t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  baggage c h e c k e d  so as  n e i t h e r  t o  
c o n t a m i n a t e  n o r  com prom ise  t h e i r  w o r k .
I n  a s e n s e ,  any  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  A m e r ic a n  c u l t u r e  by a 
bo rn  and b r e d  A m e r ic a n  i s  somewhat a k i n  t o  w h a t  o u r  h y p o ­
t h e t i c a l  duo w i l l  be c o n f r o n t i n g ,  o n l y  w o r s e .  Someone who 
i s  n o t  " f r o m  h e r e "  b r i n g s  c u l t u r a l  baggage t h a t  has t o  be 
c h e c k e d  a t  t h e  g a t e  i f  o b s e r v a t i o n s  a r e  e v e n  t o  a p p r o a c h  
s c i e n t i f i c  d e t a c h m e n t .  Someone who t s  f r o m  h e r e  has  t h e  
more d i f f i c u l t  t a s k  o f  m anag ing  t h a t  s c i e n t i f i c  d e t a c h m e n t  
w h i l e  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  a r t i f a c t s  o f  t h e  same c u l t u r a l  baggage  
he o r  she  c h e c k e d  on t h e  way i n .
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C o n s i d e r  e y e  c o n t a c t ,  f o r  e x a m p l e .  A m e r ic a n  c h i l d r e n  
a r e  t r a i n e d  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e i r  e l d e r s  
i n c l u d e s  l o o k i n g  them i n  t h e  e y e  d u r i n g  c o n v e r s a t i o n .  T h a t  
same b e h a v i o r  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  ru d e  and d i s r e s p e c t f u l  i n  J a p a n ,  
w h ere  p e o p l e  a r e  t r a i n e d  t o  keep  t h e i r  e y e s  lo w e r e d  i n  t h e  
p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e i r  e l d e r s  o r  t h e i r  b e t t e r s .  H o w e v e r ,  i t  
w o uld  be a m i s t a k e  t o  assume t h a t  a l l  e y e  c o n t a c t  i n  A m e r ic a  
i s  done o u t  o f  r e s p e c t  s i m p l y  b e c a u s e  t h e  norm h e r e  i s  t o  
make eye  c o n t a c t .  I t  w o u ld  be e q u a l l y  i n a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  
a t t r i b u t e  l a c k  o f  e y e  c o n t a c t  t o  a l a c k  o f  c o u r t e s y  o r  t o  a 
J a p a n e s e  u p b r i n g i n g .
I n  o r d e r  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  a g i v e n  i n s t a n c e  o f  e y e  c o n t a c t ,  
i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  norms r e g a r d i n g  e y e  co n ­
t a c t .  Then t h e  i n v e s t i g a t o r  must  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  c i r c u m ­
s t a n c e s  o f  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  e y e  c o n t a c t  i n c i d e n t :  Was one  
p a r t y  o r  a n o t h e r  u n f a m i l i a r  w i t h  A m e r ic a n  norms? Was one  
p a r t y  t e r r i b l y  shy  a b o u t  e y e  c o n t a c t ?  Was f e a r  o r  a n g e r  
i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  i n c i d e n t ,  m ak ing  e y e  c o n t a c t  u n c o m f o r t a b l e ?  
D id  p h y s i c a l  p r o x i m i t y  make e y e  c o n t a c t  d i f f i c u l t ?  Or was 
t h e r e  a n y t h i n g  e l s e  i n t e r f e r i n g  w i t h  b e h a v in g  a c c o r d i n g  t o  
t h e  norm? O n ly  when t h e s e  t h i n g s  a r e  d e t e r m i n e d  can t h e  e y e  
c o n t a c t  i n c i d e n t  be e v a l u a t e d  and u n d e r s t o o d  i n  l i g h t  o f  t h e  
e x i s t i n g  norms.
The g r e a t e s t  r i s k  one f a c e s  i n  e v a l u a t i n g  f a m i l i a r  
phenomena i s  f a i l i n g  t o  e v a l u a t e  them .  They  seem so f a m i l ­
i a r  as t o  p r e c l u d e  t h e  need f o r  e v a l u a t i o n .  The n e x t
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g r e a t e s t  d i f f i c u l t y  i s  t r y i n g  t o  e v a l u a t e  them o b j e c t i v e l y .  
When a f a m i l i a r  b e h a v i o r  i s  e x h i b i t e d ,  t h e  t e n d e n c y  i s  t o  
d i s m i s s  i t  as  u n i m p o r t a n t  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  a l r e a d y  u n d e r s t o o d  
by t h e  o b s e r v e r .  L o o k in g  a t  o n e ’ s own c u l t u r e  demands  
a c q u i r i n g  a d e g r e e  o f  d i s t a n c e  f r o m  t h e  s u b j e c t .  The i n v e s  
t i g a t o r  must  a p p r o a c h  t h e  s u b j e c t  f r o m  t h e  o u t s i d e  and w ork  
h e r  way i n  r a t h e r  t h a n  e x a m in e  i t  f r o m  t h e  i n s i d e  o u t .
I n  a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l  t e r m s :
A n o n e n t h n o c e n t r i c  r e l a t i v i s t  p o s i t i o n  m ust  a l s o  
be a p p l i e d  when d o in g  i n t r a c u l t u r a l  s t u d i e s  ( e . g .  
o f  t h e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ) .  Even i f  t h e  
a n a l y s t  i s  a n a t i v e  o f  t h e  c u l t u r e  u n d e r  i n v e s t i ­
g a t i o n ,  he o r  she must c o n t i n u e  t o  w o rk  w i t h  an 
e m i c / e t i c  p e r s p e c t i v e  d u r i n g  t h e  a n a l y s i s  o f  c u l ­
t u r a l  p a r t s .  ( T o s u n e r - F i k e s  12 )
Ernie, a c t o r - o r i e n t e d , o b s e r v a t i o n  i s  w h a t  most p e o p l e  
do most o f  t h e  t i m e .  I n d i v i d u a l s  a r e  n o t  o n l y  o b s e r v e r s  o f  
t h e i r  own c u l t u r e ,  b u t  a r e  b e a r e r s  o f  i t  as w e l l .  They  a r e  
s uspended  i n  a m a t r i x  o f  b e h a v i o r s  w h ic h  t h e y  t r e a t  as  
n o r m a l , and t h e y  t e n d  t o  q u e s t i o n  o r  t o  r e a c t  t o  b e h a v i o r s  
o n l y  when b e h a v i o r s  f a l l  o u t s i d e  a c c e p t a b l e  norm al  l i m i t s .
E t i c ,  o b s e r v e r - o r i e n t e d , o b s e r v a t i o n  i s  t h e  s o r t  done  
by an o u t s i d e r  who comes t o  see  w h a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  c u l t u r e  i 
a l l  a b o u t .  Our g u e s t s  i n  t h e  C essna  w o n ’ t  know w h a t  t h e  
b e h a v i o r a l  norms a r e  u n t i l  t h e y  have  made s u f f i c i e n t  o b s e r ­
v a t i o n s  t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h e  p a t t e r n s  t h a t  "come n a t u r a l l y "  t o
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t h e  n a t i v e s .  W h e th e r  t h e i r  c o n c l u s i o n s  w i l l  be c o r r e c t  w i l l  
depend upon t h e  a c c u r a c y  o f  t h e i r  o b s e r v a t i o n s  and t h e  
d e g r e e  t o  w h ic h  t h e y  r e f r a i n  f r o m  j u d g i n g  t h i s  c u l t u r e  i n  
t e r m s  o f  t h e i r  own. I t  i s  t h i s  ju d g m e n t  " i n  t e r m s  o f "  t h a t  
makes s e l f - i n v e s t i g a t i o n  e s p e c i a l l y  d i f f i c u l t .  I t  i s  a l l  
t o o  e a s y  t o  i g n o r e  s o m e th in g  t h a t  seems s e l f - e v i d e n t  o r  t o  
a t t e m p t  t o  j u s t i f y  o r  e x p l a i n  r a t h e r  t h a n  r e p o r t  on b e h a v ­
i o r s  one knows f r o m  t h e  i n s i d e  o u t .
J u d g in g  w h a t  i s  o b s e r v e d  i n  t e r m s  o f  w h a t  i s  a l r e a d y  
known can l e a d  t o  c i r c u l a r  r e a s o n i n g  and i n a c c u r a t e  c o n c l u ­
s i o n s .  A l t h o u g h  l e a v i n g  c u l t u r a l  baggage b e h i n d  may be a 
v i r t u a l l y  i n s u r m o u n t a b l e  t a s k ,  and a d m i t t i n g  t h a t  c o m p l e t e  
d i s s o c i a t i o n  i s  n o t  p r o b a b l e ,  a d e g r e e  o f  d i s t a n c i n g  i s  
p o s s i b l e .  I t  i s  t h i s  d i s t a n c e  t h a t  t h e  n a t i v e  i n v e s t i g a t o r  
must b r i n g  t o  t h e  s t u d y  o f  h e r  o r  h i s  own c u l t u r e .  W i t h o u t  
i t ,  s e l f - s t u d y  becomes a n a r c i s s i s t i c  e x e r c i s e  u n l i k e l y  t o  
y i e l d  a n y t h i n g  more t h a n  a ,  q u i t e  p o s s i b l y  d i s t o r t e d ,  r e ­
f l e c t i o n  .
Comic s t r i p s  a r e  among t h o s e  c u l t u r a l  a r t i f a c t s  most  
commonly t a k e n  p u r e l y  a t  f a c e  v a l u e ,  u s u a l l y  i n g e s t e d  w h o le  
and w i t h o u t  q u e s t i o n .  C anady ,  i n  t h e  f o r e w o r d  t o  The S m i t h ­
s o n i a n  C o l l e c t i o n  o f  Newspaper  C o m ic s , s a y s  "The c o m ic s  a r e  
u b i q u i t o u s .  You d o n ’ t  have t o  f o l l o w  a s t r i p  f o r  i t s  i d e n ­
t i t y  t o  ha v e  somehow e n t e r e d  y o u r  c o n s c i o u s n e s s :  t h e  c o m ic s  
a f f e c t  y o u r  way o f  f e e l i n g  a b o u t  t h e  d a i l y  w o r l d  w h e t h e r  o r  
n o t  you r e a d  them" ( 8 ) .  T h i s  seems a r a t h e r  b o ld  s t a t e m e n t
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u n t i l  one c o n s i d e r s  how p r e v a l e n t  c o m ic s  and com ic  s t r i p  
c h a r a c t e r s  a r e .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  v i r t u a l l y  e v e r y o n e  i n  t h e  
c o u n t r y  knows Snoopy and h i s  b i r d  f r i e n d  W o o d s to c k .  I t  
i s n ’ t  n e c e s s a r y  t o  r e a d  P e a n u t s  t o  know t h a t  Snoopy ,  a do g ,  
has more common s e n s e  t h a n  most  p e o p l e .  Why e l s e  w o u ld  
M e t r o p o l i t a n  L i f e  I n s u r a n c e  use him t o  s e l l  i n s u r a n c e ?
H e re  i s  a c a s e  o f  a c u l t u r a l  a r t i f a c t  w i t h  t r e m e n d o u s  
power b u t  w h ic h  has  been a l l  b u t  ig n o r e d  by s t u d e n t s  o f  
c u l t u r e  u n t i l  f a i r l y  r e c e n t l y .  T h i s  may be b e c a u s e :
T h e r e  i s  an e l i t i s t  b i a s  t o  most o f  o u r  a c a d e m ic  
w o r k .  We a r e  so i n t o x i c a t e d  w i t h  t h e  g r e a t e s t  
t h a t  has  been t h o u g h t  and s a i d  t h a t  we f o r g e t  
a b o u t  t h e  common man. We a l s o  assume t h a t  t h e  
c u l t u r e  o f  t h e  common man i s  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  and  
deny o u r s e l v e s  a p e r s p e c t i v e  on l i f e  t h a t  m i g h t  
a c t  as some k i n d  o f  c o r r e c t i v e  t o  t h e  d i s t o r t i o n s  
we g e t  by l i m i t i n g  o u r s e l v e s  t o  a v ie w  f r o m  on 
h i g h .  ( B e r g e r ,  S t r i p p e d  2 )
C u l t u r a l  a r t i f a c t s  t h a t  em an ate  f r o m  t h e  masses w o n ’ t  go 
away i f  t h e y  a r e  i g n o r e d .  B u t  t h e y  m i g h t  p r o v i d e  u s e f u l  
c l u e s  t h a t  w i l l  a i d  o u r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  how we a r e  d e v e l o p ­
i n g  as a c u l t u r e .
We l i v e  i n  a mass m e d ia  s o c i e t y  w h e r e i n  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  
t h e  messages a r e  a im ed a t  t h e  m y t h i c a l  a v e r a g e  p e r s o n .
G i v e n  t h e  power m e d ia  have  t o  i n f l u e n c e  M r .  and M r s .  A v e r a g e  
and t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  a l l  p o p u l a r  m e d ia ,  i n c l u d i n g  com ic
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s t r i p s ,  d e s e r v e  c a r e f u l  s t u d y .  What messages do t h e  m e d ia  
send and w h a t  do t h o s e  messages s ay  a b o u t  us as a c u l t u r e ?
"Any phenomenon w h ic h  p l a y s  so h e a v i l y  on t h e  s e n s i b i l ­
i t y  o f  t h e  A m e r ic a n  p o p u la c e  d e s e r v e s  s t u d y  p u r e l y  f o r  
s o c i o l o g i c a l  r e a s o n s  i f  f o r  no o t h e r .  The c o m ic s  s e r v e  as  
r e v e a l i n g  r e f l e c t o r s  o f  p o p u l a r  a t t i t u d e s ,  t a s t e s ,  and  
m ores"  ( I n g e  x i ) .  I f  I n g e  i s  c o r r e c t ,  and i t  w o u ld  seem 
t h a t  he i s ,  t h e r e  i s  e v e r y  r e a s o n  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  f a m i l y  
c om ic  s t r i p  i s  a r e a s o n a b l e  i n d i c a t o r  o f  a t t i t u d e s  and  
v a l u e s  r e g a r d i n g  f a m i l y  l i f e  i n  A m e r i c a .  A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  
t h e r e  a r e  t h e o r i e s ,  r e s e a r c h ,  and a n a l y s e s  e m a n a t i n g  f r o m  
t h e  a c a d e m i c / s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  r e a l m  i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  b e h a v i o r s  
i n  A m e r ic a  a r e  d e c i d e d l y  n o t  i n  l i n e  w i t h  e x p r e s s e d  v a l u e s .
A re  t h e  w r i t e r s  o f  f a m i l y  c om ic  s t r i p s  j u s t  o u t  o f  
to u c h  w i t h  r e a l i t y ?  A re  t h e  r e a d e r s  o f  t h e s e  s t r i p s  s i m p l y  
t r y i n g  t o  e s c a p e  r e a l i t y ?  A re  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  g e n e r ­
a l i z i n g  t o o  much f r o m  t h e i r  e x p e r i e n c e s  i n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  
f a m i l i e s  i n  c r i s i s ?  Or  i s  i t  j u s t  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  w h a t  A m e r i ­
cans  r e a l l y  b e l i e v e  a b o u t  f a m i l i e s  i s  a c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  
i n g r e d i e n t s  t a k e n  f r o m  t h e  r e a l  l i v e s  t h e y  l i v e  m ix e d  w i t h  a 
l i t t l e  humor and hope f r o m ,  among o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  t h e  c om ic s ?
C l i f f o r d  G e e r t z ,  i n  The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  C u l t u r e s , 
d i s c u s s e s  c u l t u r a l  d e s c r i p t i o n  a t  l e n g t h .  He makes a d i s ­
t i n c t i o n  be tw e e n  " t h i n "  and " t h i c k "  a n a l y s i s ,  d e f i n i n g  t h e  
f i r s t  as  w h a t  i s  a c t u a l l y  o b s e r v e d  and t h e  second as w h a t  i s  
m ean t  by w h a t  i s  o b s e r v e d .
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The c o n c e p t  o f  c u l t u r e  I  e s p o u s e  . . .  i s  e s s e n ­
t i a l l y  a s e m i o t i c  o n e .  B e l i e v i n g ,  w i t h  Max W e be r ,  
t h a t  man i s  an a n im a l  suspended  i n  webs o f  s i g n i f ­
i c a n c e  he h i m s e l f  has s p u n ,  I  t a k e  c u l t u r e  t o  be 
t h o s e  webs,  and t h e  a n a l y s i s  o f  i t  t o  be t h e r e f o r e  
n o t  an e x p e r i m e n t a l  s c i e n c e  i n  s e a r c h  o f  law  b u t  
an i n t e r p r e t i v e  one i n  s e a r c h  o f  m e a n in g .  ( 5 - 6 )
The e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  f a m i l y  com ic  s t r i p s  i s  n o t  p r o p o s e d  
as a base  w id e  enough f o r  an e t h n o g r a p h y  on t h e  A m e r ic a n  
f a m i l y .  B u t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e  " t h i c k "  l e v e l  o f  m ean ing  
i n  a c u l t u r a l  a r t i f a c t  l i k e  f a m i l y  com ic  s t r i p s  can o n l y  
h e l p  im p ro v e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  w h a t  A m e r ic a n s  mean when t h e y  
s ay  " f a m i l y . "
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h i c k  m e an in g s  goes beyond t h e  a p p a r ­
e n t  message t o  w h a t  i s  a c t u a l l y  m e a n t .  Eye c o n t a c t ,  as  
a l r e a d y  d i s c u s s e d ,  has m e an ings  d e f i n e d  by t h e  s o c i a l  con­
t e x t  o f  t h e  a c t o r s ;  b u t  t h e r e  i s  more t o  e ye  c o n t a c t  t h a n  
c o u r t e s y  o r  l a c k  t h e r e o f .  I n  a c la s s r o o m  s e t t i n g ,  s t u d e n t s  
a r e  e x p e c t e d  t o  lo o k  a t  t h e i r  t e a c h e r s  when t h e  t e a c h e r s  a r e  
l e c t u r i n g  o r  a s k i n g  q u e s t i o n s .  A s t u d e n t  who f a i l s  t o  lo o k  
a t  t h e  t e a c h e r  may be s e n d in g  any number o f  m essages:  I  am
s h y ;  I  am u n p r e p a r e d  f o r  c l a s s  and I  d o n ’ t  w a n t  you t o  c a l l  
on me; I  am b o r e d ;  I  am t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  s o m e th in g  e l s e ;  I  
h a t e  t h i s  c l a s s  and I  w a n t  i t  t o  be o v e r  w i t h .
No o b s e r v e r ,  h o w e ve r  t a l e n t e d ,  can r e a d  t h e  d e e p e r  
m ean ing  o f  no e ye  c o n t a c t  j u s t  by w a t c h i n g  t h e  i n c i d e n t .
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H o w e v e r ,  i f  t h e  i n c i d e n t  i s  p l a c e d  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  s i m i l a r  
i n c i d e n t s  and i s  t h e n  r e l a t e d  t o  o t h e r  o b s e r v e d  b e h a v i o r s ,  
i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  g e t  t o  t h e  r e a l  m ean ing  o f  t h e  e y e  c o n t a c t  
i n c i d e n t .  The b e s t  f r i e n d  who knows t h a t  t h e  s t u d e n t  i s  
w o r r i e d  a b o u t  p ro b le m s  a t  home w i l l  p r o b a b l y  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  
l a c k  o f  e y e  c o n t a c t  b e t t e r  t h a n  t h e  t e a c h e r .
A l l  c u l t u r a l  a r t i f a c t s —fr o m  b e h a v i o r s  l i k e  e y e  c o n t a c t  
t o  c o n s t r u c t s  l i k e  t e l e v i s i o n  s i t c o m s —have  a p p a r e n t  m e a n in g s  
as  w e l l  as d e e p e r  m e an in g s  r o o t e d  i n  t h e  s o c i o - c u l t u r a l  
m i l i e u  t h a t  p ro d u c e d  t h e  a r t i f a c t s .  Th es e  d e e p e r  m e an in g s  
a r e  a c c e s s i b l e  when t h e  a r t i f a c t s  a r e  e x a m in e d  w i t h i n  t h e i r  
p h y s i c a l ,  h i s t o r i c a l ,  and s o c i a l  c o n t e x t s .  P o p u l a r  m e d ia ,  
e s p e c i a l l y ,  need t o  be p l a c e d  i n  c o n t e x t  i f  more t h a n  s u r ­
f a c e  m e an ings  a r e  t o  be u n d e r s t o o d .  Comic s t r i p s ,  s i t c o m s ,  
soap o p e r a s ,  t e l e v i s i o n  m i n i s e r i e s ,  i n  f a c t ,  a l l  e n t e r t a i n ­
ment m e d ia ,  have  r e a d i l y  d i s c e r n i b l e  s u r f a c e  m essages be­
c a u s e  t h e y  em ploy  t h e  common la n g u a g e  o f  t h e  m asses .  More  
s u b t l e  a n a l y s i s ,  h o w e v e r ,  demands g e t t i n g  p a s t  t h e  e n t e r ­
t a i n m e n t  f a c t o r  and e v a l u a t i n g  t h e  e l e m e n t s  t h a t  make up t h e  
m e s s a g e .
M e d ia  a n a l y s i s  p r o v i d e s  one a p p r o a c h  t o  g e t t i n g  p a s t  
t h e  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  f u n n i e s  t o  t h e  a t t i t u d e s  and  
b e l i e f s  t h a t  i n f o r m  t h e  medium and i t s  a r t i s t s .  And i t  i s  
t h i s  d i g g i n g  t h a t  i s  one o f  t h e  most d i f f i c u l t  a s p e c t s  o f  
any a n a l y s i s  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d ia ,  s i n c e  a l l  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  a r e  
i n t e n d e d  as e n t e r t a i n m e n t .  One o f  t h e  c u l t u r a l  norms a b o u t
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e n t e r t a i n m e n t  i s  t h a t  t h e  a u d i e n c e  s h o u l d  become i n v o l v e d  
w i t h  t h e  medium, i d e a l l y  t o  such an e x t e n t  t h a t  t h e  c h a r a c ­
t e r s  a t t a i n  a m e as u re  o f  r e a l i t y  f o r  t h e  a u d i e n c e .  The  
f u n n i e s  a r e  no d i f f e r e n t  e x c e p t  t h a t ,  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  how r e a l  
com ic  s t r i p  c h a r a c t e r s  seem, t h e y  a r e  a l s o  m eant  t o  be 
f u n n y .  I t  i s  a l l  t o o  e a s y  t o  e n j o y  t h e  humor and f o r g e t  t h e  
i n v e s t i g a t i o n .  M e d ia  a n a l y s i s  t o  t h e  r e s c u e .
B e r g e r ’ s book M e d ia  A n a l y s i s  T e c h n i q u e s  i s  h e l p f u l  
because  i t  d e s c r i b e s  a means o f  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  m e d ia  i n  t e r m s  
o f  t h e  a c t u a l  s i g n s  and s y m b ols  used t o  c r e a t e  m e ss a g e s .  
S e m i o t i c s  ( t h e  b a s i s  o f  m e d ia  a n a l y s i s )  b r e a k s  down communi­
c a t i o n  e p i s o d e s  i n t o  com ponent  p a r t s .  W h i l e  t h e  w h o le  
message may be r e c e i v e d  and u n d e r s t o o d  as  an e n t i t y  i n  
i t s e l f ,  t h e  com ponents  used t o  c r e a t e  t h e  message can a l s o  
be c o n s i d e r e d  as i n d i v i d u a l  c u l t u r a l  a r t i f a c t s .  "The m a n i ­
f e s t  s t r u c t u r e  i n v o l v e s  w h a t  h a p p e n s ,  and t h e  l a t e n t  s t r u c ­
t u r e  i n v o l v e s  w h a t  a t e x t  i s  a b o u t .  O r ,  t o  p u t  i t  a n o t h e r  
way, we a r e  n o t  so much c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  w h a t  c h a r a c t e r s  do as  
we a r e  w i t h  w h a t  t h e y  mean when we use t h e  p a r a d i g m a t i c  
a p p r o a c h "  ( 1 9 ) .
T h i s  p a r a d i g m a t i c  a p p r o a c h  t o  a n a l y s i s ,  w h e t h e r  o f  a 
medium o r  an e n t i r e  c u l t u r e ,  r e s t s  on t h e  i d e a  t h a t  " c o n ­
c e p t s  have  m ean ing  b ecause  o f  r e l a t i o n s  and t h e  b a s i c  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  o p p o s i t i o n a l "  ( B e r g e r ,  M e d ia  6 - 7 ) .  E s s e n ­
t i a l l y ,  m e an in g s  can be u n d e r s t o o d  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s  
among s i g n s ,  n o t  f r o m  t h e  c o n t e n t  o r  fo r m  o f  t h e  s i g n s .  The
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r e l a t i o n s  i n c l u d e  b o th  t h e  i n t e r n a l  com ponents  o f  t h e  s i g n s  
i n  q u e s t i o n  and t h e  w i d e r  c u l t u r a l  c o n t e x t  w h ic h  g i v e s  
m ean ing  t o  t h e  s i g n s .  From t h e  c u l t u r e ,  t h e  r e c e i v e r s  o f  
s i g n s  l e a r n  t h e  o p p o s i t i o n s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  c o m p r e h e n s io n ;  
b e a u t y  i s  u n d e r s t o o d  in  o p p o s i t i o n  t o  u g l i n e s s ;  l o v e  o p poses  
h a t e ;  h a p p in e s s  o p poses  s o r r o w ,  and so on .  The s i g n s ,  w h ic h  
a r e  t h i n g s  " t h a t  can be used t o  s t a n d  f o r  s o m e th in g  e l s e , "  
a r e  used i n  v a r i o u s  c o m b i n a t i o n s  t o  c r e a t e  m essages ,  o r  
t e x t s  ( B e r g e r ,  S ig n s  1 9 ) .  " I n  s e m i o l o g i c a l  a n a l y s i s  we make 
an a r b i t r a r y  s e p a r a t i o n  o f  c o n t e n t  and f o r m  and f o c u s  o u r  
a t t e n t i o n  on t h e  s y s te m  o f  s i g n s  t h a t  makes up a t e x t "  
( B e r g e r ,  Medi a 6 ) .  I t  i s  t h i s  c o n c e p t  o f  " t e x t "  t h a t  makes  
m e d ia  a n a l y s i s  p o s s i b l e .
T e x t s  im p l y  i n t e r n a l  l a n g u a g e s  t h a t  make t h e  t e x t s  
m e a n i n g f u l .  " Language i s  a s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n  t h a t  t e l l s  us 
how words a r e  t o  be u s e d ;  s p e a k i  ng i s  an i n d i v i d u a l  a c t  
based on la n g u a g e "  ( B e r g e r ,  Medi a 1 2 ) .  I n  t h e  w o r l d  o f  t h e  
f u n n i e s ,  t h e  t e x t s  a r e  a c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  words and p i c t u r e s ,  
s o m e t im es  i n  c o l o r ,  t h a t  s peak  i n  t h e i r  own p a r t i c u l a r  
l a n g u a g e  t o  a u d i e n c e s  who have  l e a r n e d  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  s i g n  
s y s t e m s .  "Comics c om m unica te  i n  a ’ l a n g u a g e ’ t h a t  r e l i e s  on 
a v i s u a l  e x p e r i e n c e  common t o  b o th  c r e a t o r  and a u d i e n c e "  
( E i s n e r ,  Comics 7 ) .
One t y p i c a l  t e x t  e l e m e n t  i n  t h e  f u n n i e s  i s  t h e  m o t io n  
l i n e .  When a c h a r a c t e r  i s  supposed  t o  be shown m oving  
r a p i d l y  t h r o u g h  s p a c e ,  l i n e s  drawn b e h in d  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  and
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u s u a l l y  a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e  c h a r a c t e r ’ s body i n d i c a t e  t h a t  
movement—t h e  more f r e n e t i c  o r  f a s t e r  t h e  movement,  t h e  
g r e a t e r  t h e  number o f  l i n e s .  S om et im es  a c l o u d  o f  d u s t  w i l l  
be added t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  t h e  movement.  A n o t h e r  
c o n v e n t i o n  i s  t h e  s p e e ch  b a l l o o n  w h ic h  s e r v e s  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  
p u rp o s e  o f  i n d i c a t i n g  w h ic h  c h a r a c t e r  i s  s p e a k i n g  w h ic h  
l i n e s .  D i a l o g u e  can i n c r e a s e  t h e  p r e c i s i o n  o f  t h e  a r t i s t ’ s 
message by com m ent ing  on t h e  a c t i o n ;  i t  can a l s o  move t h e  
s t o r y  l i n e  when a p u r e  v i s u a l  i s  i n a d e q u a t e  t o  t h e  t a s k .
O t h e r  t e x t  e l e m e n t s  i n c l u d e  t h e  f r a m e s  used t o  d e l i n ­
e a t e  a c t s  o r  s c e n e s  w i t h i n  a s t r i p ,  t h e  body s t a n c e  (b o d y  
l a n g u a g e )  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s ,  t h e  s p a t i a l  o r i e n t a t i o n  o f  
c h a r a c t e r s  w i t h i n  t h e  f r a m e s ,  t h e  p h y s i c a l  s i z e  o f  t h e  
c h a r a c t e r s ,  and t h e  p h y s i c a l  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s .  
T hese  a r e  t h e  most  b a s i c  e l e m e n t s  used i n  com ic  s t r i p s  
t e x t s ,  t h e  ones t h a t  ha v e  d e v e lo p e d  o v e r  t i m e  and become t h e  
s t o c k  i n  t r a d e  o f  t h e  fu n n y  p a g e s .
A c c o r d i n g  t o  W i l l  E i s n e r ,  " C o m p re h e n s io n  o f  an image  
r e q u i r e s  a c o m m o n a l i t y  o f  e x p e r i e n c e .  T h i s  demands o f  t h e  
s e q u e n t i a l  a r t i s t  an u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  r e a d e r ’ s l i f e  
e x p e r i e n c e  i f  h i s  message i s  t o  be u n d e r s t o o d .  An i n t e r a c ­
t i o n  has  t o  d e v e l o p  b e cause  t h e  a r t i s t  i s  e v o k i n g  images  
s t o r e d  in  t h e  m inds o f  b o th  p a r t i e s "  ( Comics 1 3 ) .  The w i d e r  
c u l t u r a l  c o n t e x t  p r o v i d e s  t h e  b a s i c  images t h a t  u n d e r l i e  t h e  
c o m m u n ic a t io n  t h a t  t a k e s  p l a c e  i n  t h e  f u n n i e s .  W h i l e  each  
c om ic  s t r i p  a r t i s t  us e s  t h o s e  e l e m e n t s  i n  a h i g h l y  p e r s o n a l -
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i z e d  m anner  t o  p r o d u c e  a p a r t i c u l a r  c o m ic  s t r i p ,  t h e  b a s i c  
images a r e  common t o  b o th  a r t i s t  and a u d i e n c e .
Comic s t r i p s  c o n t a i n  w i t h i n  t h e m s e l v e s  v a r i a t i o n s  on  
and e x t e n s i o n s  o f  commonly u n d e r s t o o d  im a g e s .  T h u s ,  e a c h  
s t r i p  has  i t s  own ’ c o r p o r a t e ’ i d e n t i t y  i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  a  
m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  s t r i p s  u s i n g  e s s e n t i a l l y  t h e  same a r t i s t i c  
c o n v e n t i o n s .  G a r f i e l d  i s  r e a d i l y  r e c o g n i z e d  by h i s  e a r s  
a l o n e ;  Dagwood’ s s a n d w ic h  and h a i r d o  a r e  u n i q u e l y  h i s ;
S n o o p y ’ s p r o f i l e  a t o p  h i s  dog house needs  o n l y  an o u t l i n e  t o  
p l a c e  him i n  P e a n u t s  t e r r i t o r y .  A n a l y s i s  o f  c o m ic  s t r i p s ,  
t h e n ,  i n v o l v e s  e x a m i n i n g  n o t  o n l y  t h e i r  l a n g u a g e  b u t  t h e i r  
s e v e r a l  d i a l e c t s .
A c o m ic  s t r i p  as a w h o le  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  a  b i t  o f  humor  
o r  p a r t  o f  a c o n t i n u i n g  s t o r y .  I n  m e d ia  a n a l y s i s  e a c h  o f  
t h e  p a r t s  o f  t h e  s t r i p  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  i n d e p e n d e n t l y .  The  
v i s u a l  d e p i c t i o n s  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  t e l l  t h e  r e a d e r  a s  much 
a b o u t  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  as do t h e i r  w o r d s .  C h a r a c t e r s ’ d r e s s  
and a c t i o n s  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  r e a d e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  S p a t i a l  ar— 
ra n g e m e n t  w i t h i n  t h e  f r a m e s  o f  a  c om ic  s t r i p  add a n o t h e r  
f a c e t  t o  t h e  c o m p o s i t e  message o f  a com ic  s t r i p .  C o l o r  i n  
Sunday e d i t i o n s  adds a n o t h e r  p i e c e  t o  t h e  c o m m u n ic a t io n  
j i g s a w  p u z z l e .  I n  t h e  a p p a r e n t l y  s i m p l e ,  s o m e t im e s  d e p i c t e d  
as s i m p l e - m i n d e d ,  w o r l d  o f  t h e  f u n n i e s ,  m e an in g  i s  n o t  a  
s i m p l e  e x c h a n g e  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  b u t  a m u l t i - l e v e l e d  c u l t u r a l  
a r t i f a c t .  “ Exam ine  t h e  c o m ic s  i n  any d a i l y  n e w s p a p e r  and  
ea c h  w i l l  be fo u n d  t o  s u p p o r t  some commonly a c c e p t e d  n o t i o n
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o r  s t a n d a r d  o f  s o c i e t y "  ( I n g e  x i i i ) .  N o t  o n l y  a r e  t h e r e  
norms i n  t h e  f u n n i e s ,  t h e  norms a r e  e x p r e s s e d  v i a  t h e  p e c u ­
l i a r  grammar o f  t h e  c o m ic  s t r i p .
One o t h e r  p o i n t  t h a t  B e r g e r  makes i s  t h a t  c o n t e n t  
a n a l y s i s  w o rk s  b e s t  when i t  i s  used e i t h e r  i n  an h i s t o r i c a l  
o r  a c o m p a r a t i v e  m a n n e r .  H i s t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  shows t h e  
d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  t r e n d s  w i t h i n  a c u l t u r e ;  c o m p a r a t i v e  a n a l y s i s  
i l l u s t r a t e s  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  v a l u e s  and b e l i e f s  b e tw e e n  c u l ­
t u r e s  ( Medi a 9 4 ) .  B o th  can be used t o  a d v a n t a g e  i n  an 
i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  f a m i l y  c o m ic  s t r i p s .  T r a c i n g  h i s t o r i c a l  
d e v e lo p m e n t  w i l l  show t r e n d s  w i t h i n  t h e  medium as w e l l  as  
t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  r e l a t e d  d e v e lo p m e n t s  such as  t e c h n o l o g y  a n d ,  
s o m e t im e s ,  s o c i a l  c h a n g e s .  I t  i s  a l s o  l i k e l y  t h a t  i n t r a -  
c u l t u r a l  c o m p a r is o n  b e tw e e n  d i f f e r e n t  e r a s  e x a m in e d  w i t h i n  a 
s i n g l e  c u l t u r e  w i l l  y i e l d  some u s e f u l  i n f o r m a t i o n .
Both  h i s t o r i c a l  and i n t r a - c u l t u r a l  c o m p a r is o n s  w i l l  be 
made o f  e a c h  o f  t h e  s t r i p s .  S t r i p s  w i l l  be more c o m p re h e n ­
s i b l e  i f  t h e y  a r e  p l a c e d  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n t e x t  b e c a u s e  c o m ic  
s t r i p s  a r e  a r e f l e c t i v e  medium. H i s t o r i c a l  c o n t e x t  w i l l  
e s t a b l i s h  w h a t  t h e  s t r i p s  a r e  r e f l e c t i n g .  A l l  t h e  s t r i p s  
ha v e  been p r i n t e d  c o n t e m p o r a n e o u s l y  w i t h  a t  l e a s t  one o t h e r  
s t r i p ,  m a k in g  i n t r a - c u l t u r a l  c o m p a r is o n  p o s s i b l e  as  w e l l .
F a m i l y  c om ic  s t r i p s  a r e  t h e  p r i m a r y  s o u r c e  o f  i n f o r m a ­
t i o n  b e c a u s e ,  " i t  has been t h e  h o m e ly ,  l i f e l i k e  s t o r i e s  o f  
f a m i l i e s  w h ic h  ha v e  fo rm e d  t h e  m a i n s t r e a m  o f  t h e  s u c c e s s f u l  
a r t  o f  c o m ic  s t r i p s "  ( W h i t e  and A be l  1 1 ) .  Even s t r i p s
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w i t h o u t  a s p e c i f i c  f a m i l y  o r i e n t a t i o n  o f t e n  make r e f e r e n c e  
t o  o r  draw on v a r i o u s  a s p e c t s  o f  f a m i l y ,  e . g . ,  C a t h y  and h e r  
r e g u l a r  r u n - i n s  w i t h  h e r  p a r e n t s .  Some s t r i p s  w i l l  be 
e x a m in e d  i n  c o l l e c t i o n s  t h a t  ha v e  been p u b l i s h e d  i n  book  
f o r m .  Those  u n a v a i l a b l e  i n  books w i l l  be r e v i e w e d  on m i c r o ­
f i l m  c o p i e s  o f  n e w s p a p e rs  t h a t  r a n  t h e  s t r i p s  s e l e c t e d  f o r  
t h e  s t u d y .
I n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  t h e  s t r i p s  i n v o l v e s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  
t h e  v a r i o u s  t e x t  e l e m e n t s  t h a t  a r e  u s e d .  W h i l e  e a c h  s t r i p  
has i t s  own t e x t u a l  i d e n t i t y ,  a l l  o f  them s h a r e  c e r t a i n  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  t h a t  make them f a m i l y  com ic  s t r i p s  as  op­
posed t o ,  s a y ,  a d v e n t u r e  s t r i p s  o r  f a n t a s y  s t r i p s .  The t e x t  
e l e m e n t s ,  o r  grammars o f  t h e s e  s t r i p s ,  a r e  t h e  e l e m e n t s  t h a t  
c a r r y  G e e r t z ’ s '’ t h i c k ' '  d e s c r i p t i o n .
The v a l u e  o f  e x a m i n i n g  t h e s e  com ic  grammars " i s  t h a t  
t h e  m ost  i m p o r t a n t  messages we f i n d  i n  c o m ic s  a r e  s e ld o m  
c o n s c i o u s l y  p l a c e d  t h e r e  by t h e i r  c r e a t o r s .  . . . One 
r e a s o n  t h e  c o m ic s  a r e  so u s e f u l  t o  t h e  a n a l y s t  i s  t h a t  t h e y  
a r e  so i n n o c e n t  and so d e v o i d  o f  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  I n  t h e  
c o m ic s  we do n o t  f i n d  t h e  ’ r e h e a r s e d  r e s p o n s e ’ " ( B e r g e r ,
S i  gns 5 3 ) .  T h i s  i s  n o t  t o  say  t h a t  com ic  s t r i p s  e x i s t  i n  a 
c o m ic  s t r i p  u t o p i a  w i t h o u t  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e i r  a u d i e n c e .  
L i t t l e  Nemo r e g u l a r l y  a p p e a l e d ,  v i s u a l l y ,  t o  t h e  a u d i e n c e  
f o r  c o m f o r t  when h i s  p a r e n t s  d i d n ’ t  come t o  h i s  a i d  a f t e r  an 
e s p e c i a l l y  u n s e t t l i n g  d re a m .  G a r f i e l d  i s  a l s o  fo n d  o f  
c r o s s i n g  t h e  l i n e  be tw e e n  f a n t a s y  and r e a l i t y ,  o f t e n  a d ­
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d r e s s i n g  r e a d e r s  d i r e c t l y .  The p o i n t  i s  t h a t  com ic  s t r i p s  
a r e ,  above a l l ,  i n t e r n a l l y  c o n s i s t e n t  and t h e i r  i n t e r n a l  
r e a l i t y  t a k e s  p r e c e d e n c e  o v e r  r e a l  l i f e .
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Even when r e a d e r s  a r e  i n v i t e d  i n ,  t h e y  a r e  i n v i t e d  i n t o  
t h e  f a n t a s y ,  n o t  an e x t e n s i o n  o f  e v e r y d a y  l i f e .  W h i l e  n e v e r  
u n c o n s c io u s  o f  a u d i e n c e ,  t h e  com ic  s t r i p  a r t i s t  i s  more  
c o n s c io u s  o f  b e h a v i o r s  t h a t  w ou ld  be t y p i c a l  o f  h i s  o r  h e r  
c om ic  s t r i p  c h a r a c t e r s .  Because c h a r a c t e r s ’ a c t i o n s  a r e  
d i c t a t e d  by t h e  c o n s t r a i n t s  o f  t h e  comic s t r i p ,  t h e y  r e m a in  
u n r e h e a r s e d  in  t h e  sense t h a t ,  as a r u l e ,  t h e y  a r e  n o t  
d i r e c t l y  and i n t e n t i o n a l l y  r e s p o n d i n g  t o  t h e  a u d i e n c e .
(E v e n  when c h a r a c t e r s  f ro m  one s t r i p  d rop  i n  on a n o t h e r  
s t r i p ,  t h e y  a r e  d r o p p in g  in  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n f i n e s  o f  t h e  
f u n n i e s . )  F re e d  f ro m  d i r e c t  a u d i e n c e  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  a r t i s t s  
can more r e a d i l y  speak  t h e i r  minds t h r o u g h  t h e i r  c r e a t i o n s .
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What seems t o  em erge  f r o m  t h e  f a m i l y  f u n n i e s  a r e  f a i r l y  
b a s i c  a t t i t u d e s  and b e l i e f s  a b o u t  f a m i l y .  I n  some c a s e s ,  
t h e  m essages t h a t  em erge  a r e  i n t e n t i o n a l .  Fo r  e x a m p l e ,  C h i c  
Young p u t  B l o n d i e  and Dagwood i n  "an i n e x p e n s i v e  s u b u rb "  
b e c a u s e  he s a i d  he was " c a t e r i n g  t o  t h e  a v e r a g e  A m e r ic a n  
f a m i l y "  ( S h e r i d a n  9 7 ) .  B u t  o f  e v e n  g r e a t e r  i n t e r e s t  t o  t h e  
a n a l y s t  a r e  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  d e f i n i n g  t h e  a v e r a g e  A m e r i ­
can f a m i l y  i n  t e r m s  o f  s u b u r b i a .
The s t r i p s  used f o r  t h i s  a n a l y s i s  a r e  B r i n g i n g  Up 
F a t h e r ,  B l o n d i e . Hi and L o i s , and F o r  B e t t e r  o r  F o r  W o r s e . 
B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r  i s  one o f  t h e  e a r l i e s t  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  
c o m ic  s t r i p s  and one o f  t h e  most  s u c c e s s f u l .  I t  r a n  f r o m  
1913 t o  1 9 5 4 ,  c o v e r i n g  e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m  t h e  G a s l i g h t  E r a  t o  
p o s t - W o r l d  War I I  A m e r i c a .
D e s p i t e  t h e  r a t h e r  u n l i k e l y  s c e n a r i o  o f  w i n n i n g  t h e  
I r i s h  S w e e p s ta k e s  t h a t  s e t  t h e  s t a g e  f o r  t h e  s t r i p ,  B r i n g i n g  
Up F a t h e r  s t i l l  managed t o  e p i t o m i z e  t h e  f a m i l y  s t r i p  i n  i t s  
e a r l y  i n c a r n a t i o n .  I t  c o n t a i n e d  v i r t u a l l y  e v e r y  e l e m e n t  
c o n t a i n e d  i n  o t h e r  f a m i l y  s t r i p s  o f  t h e  e r a ,  f r o m  t h e  b a t t l e  
o f  t h e  s e x e s  t o  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  p u r s e  s t r i n g s .  I t  a l s o  
p r e s e n t e d  t h e  I n d u s t r i a l  R e v o l u t i o n  i n  a p o s i t i v e  l i g h t ,  
p l a c i n g  i t s  c h a r a c t e r s  in  t h e  c i t y  i n  a n i c e  house i n  a n i c e  
n e ig h b o r h o o d ;  and m i d d l e  c l a s s  g o a l s  i n c l u d e d  a c h i e v i n g  
t h e s e  t h i n g s  o u t  o f  t h e  p r o s p e r i t y  p r o m is e d  by i n d u s t r i a l ­
i z a t i o n .  The f a c t  t h a t  t h e  norms o f  m i d d l e  c l a s s  f a m i l y
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l i f e  w e re  e x a g g e r a t e d  o n l y  s e r v e d  t o  make t h e  norms more  
o b v i o u s  w h i l e  t h e  e x a g g e r a t i o n s  made f o r  humor.
B l o n d i e  was i n t r o d u c e d  in  1930  and became a f a m i l y  
s t r i p  i n  1 9 3 3 ,  when M r .  Bumstead r e l e n t e d  and a l l o w e d  
Dagwood t o  m a r r y  B l o n d i e  r a t h e r  t h a n  s t a r v e  t o  d e a t h  on a 
h u n g e r  s t r i k e  f o r  l o v e .  C h i c  Y o u n g ’ s f o r m u l a  f o r  B l o n d i e  
was t o  f o c u s  on w h a t  he c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  f o u r  b a s i c  a s p e c t s  o f  
f a m i l y  l i f e ,  a t  l e a s t  f r o m  Dagwood’ s p e r s p e c t i v e .  T h es e  
w e re  e a t i n g ,  s l e e p i n g ,  m ak ing  a l i v i n g ,  and r a i s i n g  a f a m i l y  
(Young and M a r s c h a l 1 2 9 ) .  E v e r y  e p i s o d e  was m eant  t o  a p p e a l  
t o  t h e  a v e r a g e  p e r s o n ,  a n d ,  g i v e n  t h e  p o p u l a r i t y  o f  t h e  
s t r i p  and i t s  w o r l d w i d e  d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  Young a c h i e v e d  h i s  
g o a l  .
S i n c e  B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r  and B l o n d i e  r a n  c o n c u r r e n t l y  
as  f a m i l y  s t r i p s ,  o f t e n  i n  t h e  same n e w s p a p e r s ,  f o r  t w e n t y -  
one y e a r s ,  t h e y  o f f e r  tw o  p e r s p e c t i v e s  on f a m i l y  w h ic h  w e r e ,  
a p p a r e n t l y ,  r e a d i l y  a c c e p t e d  by t h e  p u b l i c .  "The  p e o p l e  who 
c r e a t e  t h e  f u n n i e s  a im  f o r  p u b l i c  f a v o r  and do n o t  c o n c e r n  
t h e m s e l v e s  w i t h  a r t  b e f o r e  p l e a s u r e "  ( W h i t e  and A be l  1 7 ) .  
B l o n d i e  and B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r  w e re  c r e a t e d  by men who w e r e ,  
i n d e e d ,  more c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  f u n  t h a n  a r t i s t i c  f i n e s s e .  The  
p u b l i c ,  by way o f  t h e  m a r k e t p l a c e ,  m andated  t h e i r  s u c c e s s .
Hi and L o i s  was s e l e c t e d  as t h e  t h i r d  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  
f a m i l y  s t r i p .  I t  has been p u b l i s h e d  c o n t i n u o u s l y  s i n c e  
1 9 5 4 ,  t h e  y e a r  B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r ’ s c r e a t o r  G e o rg e  McManus  
d i e d ,  and two y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  i t  l e f t  t h e  f u n n y  pages
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p e r m a n e n t l y .  B l o n d i e  and Hi and L o i s  have  run  c o n c u r r e n t ! y , 
u s u a l l y  i n  t h e  same n e w s p a p e r s ,  f o r  t h i r t y - e i g h t  y e a r s .  
P r o m o t i o n a l  ads  f o r  Hi  and L o i s  t o u t e d  L o i s  as t h e  c u t e s t  
l i t t l e  homemaker s i n c e  B l o n d i e ,  an o b v i o u s  a p p e a l  t o  an 
e s t a b l i s h e d  a u d i e n c e .  Hi and L o i s  a l s o  e p i t o m i z e d  t h e  p o s t  
W o r ld  War I I  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  m oving  t o  t h e  s u b u rb s  and p u r s u ­
in g  t h e  A m e r ic a n  dream o f  p r i v a t e  home o w n e r s h i p  i n  a r e a l  
n e ig h b o r h o o d  w h ere  i t  was s a f e  and h e a l t h y  t o  r a i s e  c h i l ­
d r e n .  By t h e  m i d - 1 9 5 0 ’ s t h e  baby boom was w e l l  on i t s  way;  
and C h i p ,  D o t ,  D i t t o ,  and T r i x i e  o f f e r e d  e v e r y  a l m o s t  perm u­
t a t i o n  o f  t h e  A m e r ic a n  c h i l d  a c c e p t a b l e  i n  p r i n t .
B oth  B l o n d i e  and Hi  and L o i s  ha v e  been c o n t i n u e d  by t h e  
sons o f  t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  c r e a t o r s .  (McManus had no son t o  
c a r r y  on f o r  h im ,  and t h e  a t t e m p t s  made by h i s  s u r v i v i n g  
c o l l e a g u e s  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  J i g g s  h o u s e h o ld  f a i l e d . )
B l o n d i e  and Hi and L o i s  a g a i n  p r o v i d e  tw o  d i f f e r e n t  
p e r s p e c t i v e s  on f a m i l y ,  one t h a t  o r i g i n a t e d  b e f o r e  W o r ld  War 
I I  and t h e  o t h e r  t h a t  began d u r i n g  t h e  p o s t - w a r  baby boom 
y e a r s .  Both  a r e  s u b u r b a n ,  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y  m i d d l e  c l a s s ,  
p u r p o s e f u l l y  a l l - A m e r i c a n ,  a n d ,  i n t e n t i o n a l l y ,  t y p i c a l .
F o r  B e t t e r  o r  F o r  Worse i s  t h e  f o u r t h  f e a t u r e d  f a m i l y  
s t r i p .  T h i s  s t r i p  has been r u n n i n g  s i n c e  1 9 7 9 ,  s h a r i n g  
t h i r t e e n  y e a r s  w i t h  Hi and L o i s  and B 1 o n d i e . A l t h o u g h  i t  i s  
w r i t t e n  by a C a n a d ia n  c i t i z e n ,  i t s  f a m i l y  i s  r e a d i l y  i d e n t i ­
f i e d  as an a l l - A m e r i c a n ,  m o d e r n - s t y l e  g r o u p i n g .  They  a r e  a 
m i d d l e  c l a s s ,  t w o - i n c o m e  f a m i l y ;  t h e  k i d s  b e h a v e  l i k e  t y p i ­
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c a l  p r e - t e e n s  and t e e n a g e r s ;  e v e n  t h e i r  c l o t h i n g  i s  i n  
k e e p i n g  w i t h  t h e  more c a s u a l  a tm o s p h e r e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  
modern f a m i l y .  As w i t h  Hi and L o i s , t h e  c h i l d r e n  i n  t h e  
f a m i l y  a r e  v e r y  much a c t i v e  c a s t  members, w h ic h  was l e s s  
o f t e n  t h e  c a s e  i n  B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r  and B lo n d ie .  F o r  
B e t t e r  o r  F o r  Worse c o n t i n u e s  t h e  s m a l l  t o w n / s u b u r b a n  o r i e n ­
t a t i o n  o f  B l o n d i e  and Hi and L o i s , and i t  a d d r e s s e s  t h e  same 
e v e r y d a y  s i t u a t i o n s  t r e a t e d  i n  t h e  l a t t e r  s t r i p s .  I t  i s  
a l s o  t h e  o n l y  f a m i l y  s t r i p  done by a woman, o f f e r i n g  humor 
f r o m  a woman’ s p o i n t  o f  v i e w .
A l t h o u g h  t h e s e  s t r i p s  a r e  t h e  b a s i s  f o r  t h e  a n a l y s i s  t o  
f o l l o w ,  t h e y  w i l l  n o t  be t h e  o n l y  s t r i p s  c o n s i d e r e d .  J u s t  
as t h e  w i d e r  c u l t u r a l  m i l i e u  w h ic h  p r o d u c e s  t h e  f u n n i e s  must  
be c o n s i d e r e d ,  so must t h e  o t h e r  f u n n i e s  i n  t h e  com ic  s t r i p  
m i l i e u  be c o n s i d e r e d ,  i n s o f a r  as t h e y  e n h a n c e  t h e  u n d e r ­
s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  s t r i p s .  E s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  1 9 8 0 ’ s and  
9 0 ’ s ,  some o f  t h e s e  o t h e r  s t r i p s  p r o v i d e  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  
c h a n g in g  p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  f a m i l y  t h a t  a r e  n o t  so r e a d i l y  
e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  f a m i l y  s t r i p s  t h e m s e l v e s .  Many o f  t h e s e  
newer  s t r i p s  p r e s e n t  a l t e r n a t e  f a m i l y  s t y l e s  t h a t  a r e  more  
l i k e  t h e  c o n f i g u r a t i o n s  t h e  c e n s u s  d e s c r i b e s  t h a n  t h e  c u l ­
t u r a l l y  a c c e p t e d  norm o f  t h e  n u c l e a r  f a m i l y .  A l t e r n a t e  
f a m i l y  s t y l e s  have  been d e p i c t e d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  
t h e  f u n n y  p a g e s ,  b u t  o n l y  r e c e n t l y  have  t h e s e  a l t e r n a t e  
fo r m s  o f  f a m i l y  been seen as p o t e n t i a l l y  n o r m a l ,  as i n  
C a t h y , whose s i n g l e  c a r e e r  woman i s  d o in g  w h a t  any  s i n g l e
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c a r e e r  woman w o u ld  do—l i v i n g  on h e r  own. I n  h e r  d a y ,  B re n d a  
S t a r r  was g la m o r o u s  b u t  j u s t  a l i t t l e  o u t r 6 ,  l i v i n g  as she  
d i d  on h e r  own r e s o u r c e s .  I n  B r e n d a ’ s d a y ,  r e a l l y  n i c e  
g i r l s  g o t  m a r r i e d  and had f a m i l i e s .
What t h e  f u n n i e s  say  a b o u t  f a m i l i e s  w i l l  be com pared  
and c o n t r a s t e d  w i t h  w h a t  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  say  a b o u t  f a m i ­
l i e s .  S i n c e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  u s u a l l y  r e p o r t s  on t r e n d s  t h a t  
d e v e l o p  o v e r  t i m e ,  d i s c u s s i n g  an e r a  such as  t h e  I n d u s t r i a l  
R e v o l u t i o n  o r  a p a r t i c u l a r  d e c a d e  o r  p e r h a p s  a g e n e r a t i o n a l  
c o h o r t ,  i t  seems r e a s o n a b l e  t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  a t t i t u d e s  on 
f a m i l y  by p a r t i c u l a r  t i m e  p e r i o d s .  B r e a k i n g  t h e  i n v e s t i g a ­
t i o n  i n t o  t i m e - s p e c i f i c  g r o u p i n g s  w i l l  a i d  i n  t h e  i d e n t i f i ­
c a t i o n  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  f a c t o r s  o r  a t t i t u d e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  
p a r t i c u l a r  p e r i o d s  o f  t i m e .
The i n i t i a l  t i m e  f r a m e  i s  1910  t o  1 9 3 0 .  By 1910  t h e  
f u n n i e s  w e re  a w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  medium, and  
s y n d i c a t i o n  m eant  t h a t  p e o p l e  i n  a l l  p a r t s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  
w e re  b e i n g  e x p o s e d  t o  t h e  same com ic  s t r i p s  on a d a i l y  
b a s i s .  The n e x t  p e r i o d  ru n s  f r o m  1945 t o  1 9 6 0 ,  t h e  l a s t  
f r o m  1970 t o  1 9 9 0 .
I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  b e in g  t h e  t i m e  when t h e  f u n n i e s  w e re  
f i r s t  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  t h e  two d e c a d e s  be tw e e n  1910 and 1930  
w e r e  r e l a t i v e l y  s t a b l e  i n  A m e r ic a .  The same i s  t r u e  o f  t h e  
p e r i o d  be tw e e n  1945 and 1960 as w e l l  as t h e  p e r i o d  b e tw e e n  
1970  and 1 9 9 0 .  D i s r u p t i o n s  such as t h e  D e p r e s s i o n ,  W o r ld  
War I I ,  and C i v i l  R i g h t s  a g i t a t i o n  t e n d  t o  draw s o c i a l
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s c i e n c e  r e s o u r c e s  away f r o m  f a m i l y  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  and i n t o  
l a r g e r  s o c i a l  p r o b l e m s .  Th es e  d i s r u p t i o n s  a l s o  t e n d  t o  
r e i n f o r c e  c u l t u r a l  a t t i t u d e s  e s t a b l i s h e d  d u r i n g  l e s s  t r y i n g  
t i m e s  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  e a s i e r  f o r  p e o p l e  t o  cope  w i t h  p r o b le m s  
when t h e y  can c a l l  upon a s e t  o f  s t a b l e  norm s.  When t h e  
s t r e s s  i s  e l i m i n a t e d ,  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  t h e  s t r e s s  o f t e n  become 
more a p p a r e n t ,  p r o b a b l y  b e c a u s e  a t t e n t i o n  i s  s h i f t e d  away  
f r o m  t h e  s t r e s s  and back t o  t h e  p e o p l e .
S o c i a l  s c i e n c e  i s  a lw a y s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h i n g s  l i k e  how 
t h e  I n d u s t r i a l  R e v o l u t i o n  o r  t h e  D e p r e s s i o n  a f f e c t  s o c i a l  
s t r u c t u r e s  l i k e  t h e  f a m i l y .  The f u n n i e s ,  " i n c o r p o r a t i n g  
w i t h i n  t h e i r  f o u r  o r  f i v e  p a n e l s  a common s t r a i n  o f  t h e  
b e l i e f s ,  d e s i r e s ,  and needs  o f  t h e  A m e r ic a n  p u b l i c , ” can  
a l s o  be e x p e c t e d  t o  d e p i c t  some o f  t h e s e  e f f e c t s  ( W h i t e  and  
A be l  2 3 ) .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  most p r o m i s i n g  c o u r s e  f o r  t h i s  
s t a g e  o f  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  i n t o  A m e r ic a n  a t t i t u d e s  on f a m i l y  
seems t o  be t h a t  o f  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  s t a b l e  t i m e s .  
E f f e c t s  o f  u n s e t t l i n g  i n f l u e n c e s  such as l a b o r  u n r e s t  o r  De­
p r e s s i o n  o r  w o r l d  w ar  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  s t i c k  o u t  when t h e  
i n f l u e n c e  i t s e l f  i s  o u t  o f  t h e  way.
Our i n v e s t i g a t o r s  i n  t h e i r  C essna ha v e  no o p t i o n  b u t  
t i m e  t r a v e l  a t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  back t o  t h e  da y s  o f  y e s t e r y e a r  
and y e l l o w  j o u r n a l i s m .
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Y e l l o w  J o u r n a l i s m  and S o c i a l  Comment
Y e l l o w  j o u r n a l i s m  g o t  i t s  name, o r i g i n a l l y ,  f r o m  a 
c a r t o o n  c h a r a c t e r  named t h e  Y e l l o w  K i d .  The K id  was t h e  
t r e n c h a n t  p r e d e c e s s o r  t o  Bloom C o u n ty  and D o o n e s b u r y . a n d ,  
w h i l e  an i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  t h e  K id  and h i s  p ro g e n y  w o u ld  be 
most i n s t r u c t i v e ,  i t  i s  beyond t h e  scope  o f  t h i s  p a p e r .  
S t i l l ,  i t  i s  n o t e w o r t h y  t h a t  e v e n  a t  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u ­
r y ,  when c o m ic s  w e re  o n l y  a fe w  y e a r s  o l d ,  t h e y  w e re  a l r e a d y  
im p i n g i n g  on t h e  c o l l e c t i v e  u n c o n s c io u s  o f  t h e  A m e r ic a n  
p u b l i c ,  l e n d i n g  t h e i r  names to  such s o c i a l  phenom ena as  
s e n s a t i o n a l i z e d ,  b i a s e d  n e w s p a p e r  r e p o r t i n g .
A num ber o f  f a m i l y  c om ic  s t r i p s  ra n  be tw e e n  1910 and  
t h e  1913 a d v e n t  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  J i g g s  i n  B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r : 
and s e v e r a l  o f  them  c o n t i n u e d  i n  s y n d i c a t i o n  as p a r t  o f  t h e  
f u n n y  pages  n e ig h b o r h o o d  J i g g s  and company i n h a b i t e d .  The  
s t r i p s  a l l  had s e v e r a l  f e a t u r e s  in  common. The humor was 
v a u d e v i I l i a n  i n  n a t u r e ,  r e l y i n g  on t h e  same s o r t s  o f  s l a p ­
s t i c k  r o u t i n e s  t h a t  were  common to  t h e  p o p u l a r  t h e a t e r  and  
m u s ic  h a l l .  The humor s i t u a t i o n s  r e v o l v e d  a r o u n d  t y p i c a l  
h o u s e h o ld  c o n c e r n s  l i k e  m anag ing  ( o r  n o t ! )  money, s i m p l e  
h o u s e h o ld  m a i n t e n a n c e ,  e n t e r t a i n i n g  g u e s t s ,  j e a l o u s y ,  and  
r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  members o f  t h e  e x t e n d e d  f a m i l y .  One n o t a b l e  
e x a m p le  o f  t h e  l a s t  v a r i e t y  was a s t r i p  e n t i t l e d  P a ’ s S o n - 
i n - L a w  w h ic h  had Pa,  i n  h i s  own h o u s e ,  p l a y i n g  second f i d d l e  
t o  h i s  s o n - i n - l a w .
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Comic s t r i p  w iv e s  were  a l m o s t  a lw a y s  l a r g e r  o r  f a t t e r  
o r  s t r o n g e r  th a n  t h e i r  h u sb a n d s .  The p h y s i c a l  d i s p a r i t y  in  
s i z e  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  v i s u a l  n a t u r e  o f  much o f  t h e  humor,  
s i n c e  i t  was g e n e r a l l y  c l e a r  t h a t ,  in  any r e a l  c o m b a t ,  t h e  
M r s .  would  p r e v a i l .  For  t h e  most p a r t ,  a l l  f a m i l y  members  
w e re  d e p i c t e d  in  c a r i c a t u r e ,  e x c e p t  when t h e  p e rs o n  in  q u e s ­
t i o n  was a young ( r e a d  " d e s i r a b l e "  o r  " a t t r a c t i v e " )  f e m a l e .  
Th ese  were t h e  o n l y  c h a r a c t e r s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  drawn in  a 
f a i r l y  r e a l i s t i c  m anner .  One exam ple  i s  P e te y  whose n i e c e ,  
M a b e l ,  l i v e s  w i t h  t h e  f a m i l y .  Mabel i s  young and a t t r a c t i v e  
arid h e r  c a r t o o n  c h a r a c t e r  lo o k s  more l i k e  a f a s h i o n  m a g a z in e  
s k e t c h  th a n  a fu n n y  pages f e m a l e .
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Many o f  t h e  s t r i p s  t h a t  d e p i c t e d  t h e  t r i a l s  o f  r u n n in g  
t h e  m i d d l e  c l a s s  h o u s e h o ld  o f  g a s l i g h t  days i n c l u d e d  in  
t h e i r  c a s t  o f  c h a r a c t e r s  a young and a t t r a c t i v e  h o u s e m a id .  
Th ese  housem aids  lo o k e d  more l i k e  f a s h i o n  p l a t e s  t h a n  domes-
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t i c  h e l p  and o f t e n  w e re  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  h o t  w a t e r  r e ­
s e r v e d  f o r  t h e  M r .  o f  t h e  house.  O ld  Man Grump c o u l d n ’ t  be 
b o t h e r e d  t o  a s s i s t  w i t h  women’ s w o rk ,  u n t i l  he r e a l i z e d  t h a t  
t h e  woman in  need o f  a s s i s t a n c e  was a c t u a l l y  t h e  l o v e l y  
young m a id ,  G l o r i a .  ( W h i l e  c l a s s  d i s t i n c t i o n s  w e re  c a r e f u l ­
l y  m a i n t a i n e d ,  t h e y  g e n e r a l l y  succumbed in  t h e  f a c e  o f  
b e a u t y . )  A t t r a c t i v e  women who were  n o t  members o f  t h e  
f a m i l y  s e rv e d  t h e  same f u n c t i o n  t h e y  do t o d a y  in  d o m e s t ic  
c o m e d ie s ,  t h a t  o f  p r o v i d i n g  t h e  man o f  t h e  house a b i t  o f  
f a n t a s y  wh ich  in  t u r n  gave t h e  woman o f  t h e  house a t a r g e t  
f o r  j e a l o u s y  t h a t  t h e  a u d i e n c e  c o u ld  laugh  a t .
The v a l u e s  a p p a r e n t  in  t h e s e  s t r i p s  were  WASPish and 
d e c i d e d l y  m id d le  c l a s s .  P e te y  a lw a y s  had a r e a d y  comment  
a b o u t  manners and m ores ,  f ro m  t h e  i n a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  o f  f a c e
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makeup on women t o  t h e  " t o o  s k im p y "  b a t h i n g  c os tum es  o f  t h e  
d a y .  When P r o h i b i t i o n  was i n  f o r c e ,  t h e  humor s o m e t im e s  r a n  
on t h e  " d r y "  s i d e ,  as when Andy Gump t r i e d  t o  keep  away f r o m  
Min so she w o u l d n ’ t  be a b l e  t o  s m e l l  h i s  b r e a t h ;  b u t  he 
c o u l d n ’ t  s t o p  t h e  h i c c u p s .  O f t e n ,  t h e  M r s .  was a f t e r  t h e  
M r .  f o r  i n f r a c t i o n s  o f  t h e  house r u l e s .  T h i s  l a s t  i s s u e  was 
i n d i c a t i v e  o f  t h e  e c onom ic  b a s i s  f o r  much o f  t h e  humor i n  
t h e s e  s t r i p s ,  a b r a n d  o f  humor t h a t  r e m a in s  e f f e c t i v e  ev en  
i n  t h e  l i b e r a t e d  9 0 ’ s .  The man’ s r e a l m  i s  h i s  j o b ,  t h e  
woman’ s h e r  home.
T h i s  d e p i c t i o n  r e f l e c t s  one change  w r o u g h t  by t h e  s h i f t  
f r o m  a f a m i l y - b a s e d ,  c o t t a g e - i n d u s t r y  economy t o  an i n d u s ­
t r i a l  wage economy. When f a m i l y  members had t o  l e a v e  t h e  
h o u s e h o ld  t o  e a r n  w ages ,  t h e  d i v i s i o n  o f  l a b o r  t h a t  became  
t h e  b a s i s  f o r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  modern n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  
was b o r n .  The man o f  t h e  f a m i l y  was r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  p r o v i d ­
in g  f o r  h i s  w i f e  and c h i l d r e n ;  t h e  w i f e  was r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  
home m anagement .  The s p h e r e s  o f  f a m i l y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and  
i n f l u e n c e  w e re  d i v i d e d ,  and t h e  s t r u g g l e  t o  r e t a i n  suprem acy  
in  o n e ’ s own s p h e r e  e v o l v e d .  I n  t h e  f u n n i e s  i t  o f t e n  de ­
v o l v e d  i n t o  s o m e t im e s  armed combat on t h e  home f r o n t .  Once  
t h e  home became t h e  woman’ s d o m a in ,  husbands and o t h e r  men 
w e re  f r e e  t o  do e x a c t l y  w h at  t h e  l a d y  o f  t h e  house a l l o w e d .  
W h i l e  t h e  M r .  was u s u a l l y  r e c o g n i z e d  as t h e  p r o v i d e r ,  t h e  
home b e lo n g e d ,  i n  no u n c e r t a i n  t e r m s ,  t o  t h e  woman.
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C h i l d r e n  w e re  i n  r e l a t i v e l y  s h o r t  s u p p l y  i n  many com ic  
s t r i p  homes, b u t  t h o s e  who w e re  p r e s e n t  w e re  q u i t e  a d e p t  a t  
m a naging  t h e i r  l i v e s .  They s e ld o m  had much d i f f i c u l t y  
m a n i p u l a t i n g  t h e i r  e l d e r s ,  and w e re  j u s t  as l i k e l y  as t h e  
w i f e  t o  g e t  t h e  b e t t e r  o f  t h e  man o f  t h e  h o u s e .  I n  many 
ways ,  c h i l d r e n  w e re  d e p i c t e d  as s h o r t  g ro w n -u p s  r a t h e r  t h a n  
young humans, an a t t i t u d e  t h a t  p e r v a d e d  much o f  t h e  t h i n k i n g  
a b o u t  c h i l d r e n  a t  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y .  A c c o r d in g  t o  
C a l h o u n ,  "On t h e  w h o le  i t  can n o t  be d o u b te d  t h a t  A m e r ic a  
has e n t e r e d  upon ’ t h e  c e n t u r y  o f  t h e  c h i l d ’ " ( 1 3 1 ) .  He w e n t  
so f a r  as t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  be i n c l u d e d  i n  t h e  f a m i l y  
d e c i s i o n  m ak ing  p r o c e s s  ( 1 5 6 ) .
C h i l d r e n  w e re  c e r t a i n l y  in d e p e n d e n t  c r e a t u r e s  as  f a r  as  
t h e  f u n n i e s  w e re  c o n c e r n e d ,  an d ,  in  t h e  m i d d l e  c l a s s  s t r i p s ,  
e n f r a n c h i s e d  by t h e  f a m i l y  d e m o c ra c y .  They c o n t r i b u t e d  
i d e a s ,  s o m e t im e s  i n  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  f a m i l y  v a l u e s ,  t h a t  w e re  
l e a r n e d  o u t s i d e  t h e  p u r v i e w  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  i n  u rb a n  i n s t i t u ­
t i o n s  r a n g i n g  f r o m  s c h o o l s  t o  f a c t o r i e s .  T h i s  i n t e r n a l  
f a m i l y  c o n f l i c t  was i n d i c a t i v e  o f  s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t  a ro u n d  
cha nge s  i n  t h e  f a m i l y  as w e l l  as in  t h e  s o c i a l  f a b r i c .  F o r  
C a lh o u n  " t h e  c o u n t r y  i s  t h e  i d e a l  home e n v i r o n m e n t  as c o n ­
t r a s t e d  w i t h  t h e  u g l i n e s s  and v i c e  o f  c i t i e s "  ( 6 6 ) .  T h i s  
a t t i t u d e  p r o b a b l y  a c c o u n t s  f o r  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  most f a m i l i e s  
i n  t h e  f u n n i e s  l i v e d  i n  p l e a s a n t  s u b u rb a n  s u r r o u n d i n g s .
They  s t i l l  w e re  f o r c e d  t o  d e a l  w i t h  changes  in  f a m i l y  man­
agem ent  t h a t  w e re  d i r e c t l y  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  s o c i a l  f o r c e s
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o u t s i d e  t h e  f a m i l y ’ s s p h e r e  o f  i n f l u e n c e ,  b u t  t h e y  w e r e n ’ t  
s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  i n d i g n i t i e s  o f  l i f e  d e p i c t e d  i n  t h e  Y e l l o w  
K i d ’ s H o g a n ’ s A l l e y .  The a v e r a g e  f a m i l y  i n  t h e  f u n n i e s  was 
n o t h i n g  i f  n o t  m i d d l e  c l a s s .
P e r h a p s  t h e  s u b t l e s t  change  d e p i c t e d  in  t h e  f u n n i e s  
t h a t  r e f l e c t e d  a s h i f t  f r o m  a r u r a l  t o  an u rb a n  economy was 
t h e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  t o  meet  t h e  needs  o f  
i n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h i n  f a m i l i e s .  Some o f  t h e s e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  
w e re  p r e s c r i b e d  f o r  t h e  l a b o r i n g  c l a s s e s  by members o f  t h e  
6 1 i t e —s c h o o l s  and t r u a n t  o f f i c e r s  most n o t a b l y .  O t h e r s  
d e v e l o p e d  o u t  o f  a need o r  d e s i r e  f o r  s o c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s — 
women’ s c l u b s ,  men’ s a t h l e t i c  c l u b s ,  e t c .  O f t e n  humor was 
d e r i v e d  f r o m  t h e  e f f o r t s  made by v a r i o u s  f a m i l y  members t o  
i n d u l g e  i n  t h e i r  own p a r t i c u l a r  e n t e r t a i n m e n t s .  S in c e  many 
o f  t h e s e  w e re  e x c l u s i v e  i n  n a t u r e ,  t h e r e  was am ple  o p p o r t u ­
n i t y  f o r  c o n f l i c t  o v e r  who w ould  g e t  t o  do w h a t .
The f u n n i e s  w e re  n o t  a l o n e  in  t h i s  c a r i c a t u r i z a t i o n  o f  
t h e  A m e r ic a n  f a m i l y  b e tw een  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y  and t h e  
e a r l y  3 0 ’ s .  R a d io  p r o g ra m s ,  f i l m s ,  and p o p u l a r  n o v e l s  a l l  
used t h e  them es o f  i n d i v i d u a l  v e r s u s  g roup  needs  o r  g o a l s ,  
j e a l o u s y ,  and m a le  v e r s u s  f e m a l e  v e r s i o n s  o f  w h a t  c o n s t i ­
t u t e s  a good t i m e .
C a l h o u n ,  w r i t i n g  i n  1 9 1 9 ,  sum m ar ized  t h e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  
f o r  t h e  f a m i l y  o f  t h e  i n d u s t r i a l  r e v o l u t i o n :
D i v i s i o n  o f  l a b o r  and t h e  c e s s a t i o n  o f  t h e  h o u s e ­
h o l d  e c onom ic  u n i t  has  b r o u g h t  s o c i a l i z a t i o n ;
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s o c i e t y  l a y s  c l a i m  t o  t h e  c h i l d  and r e f u s e s  t o  
r e c o g n i z e  t h e  p a r e n t ’ s p r o p e r t y  r i g h t ;  p a r e n t a l  
p r o t e c t i o n  o f  t h e  young becomes l e s s  and l e s s  
n e c e s s a r y  and l e s s  and l e s s  p o s s i b l e  as s o c i a l  
p a r e n t h o o d  g r a d u a l l y  a b s o r b s  t h e  o l d  d o m e s t ic  
j u r i s d i c t i o n .  The f a m i l y  e x p e r i e n c e s  i n d i v i d u a ­
t i o n ,  c e a s e s  t o  be a f o r c e d  g r o u p i n g ,  and d e v e lo p s  
t o w a r d  e t h i c a l  u n i t y  and s p o n ta n e o u s  d e m o c ra c y .  ( 1 5 8 )  
T h i s  ro s y  p i c t u r e  ( o b v i o u s l y  n o t  a P o l a r o i d )  has y e t  t o  
d e v e l o p ,  e x c e p t  on t h e  fu n n y  p a g e s .  Y e t  t h e  modern n u c l e a r  
f a m i l y  d e s c r i b e d  h e r e  was t a k e n  t o  be t h e  norm, i n  s p i t e  o f  
t h e  mass o f  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  o n l y  a s m a l l  segm ent  o f  t h e  popu­
l a t i o n  was g r a n t e d  t h e  econom ic  l u x u r y  t o  d e v o t e  t i m e  t o  
d e v e l o p i n g  t h a t  " e t h i c a l  u n i t y  and s p o n ta n e o u s  d e m o c r a c y ."
S o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  who bemoaned t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  i n d u s ­
t r y  p r a c t i c e  o f  e m p lo y i n g  w h o le  f a m i l i e s  s u c c e e d e d  in  "nom i­
n a l l y  k e e p in g  t h e  f a m i l y  i n t a c t ,  [ w h i l e ]  i t  a b o l i s h e d  t h e  
s u b s t a n c e —t h e  home,"  h e l d  f a s t  t o  t h e  p r im a c y  o f  t h e  n u c l e a r  
norm ( C a lh o u n  6 7 ) .  A rgum ents  in  f a v o r  o f  r e f o r m  c e n t e r e d  on 
m a i n t a i n i n g  wages a t  a l e v e l  t h a t  w ould  a l l o w  men t o  s u p p o r t  
t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  on a s i n g l e  income so t h a t  women c o u l d  keep  
house and c a r e  f o r  young c h i l d r e n  u n t i l  s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  
such as  s c h o o l s  c o u l d  t a k e  o v e r .  T h i s  d i v i s i o n  o f  l a b o r  
a l o n g  g e n d e r  l i n e s  was c o n s i d e r e d  normal and a p p r o p r i a t e .
Where e q u a l  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  and wages f o r  women w e re  e s p o u s e d ,  
t h e  re a s o n  was u s u a l l y  t h a t  cheap  f e m a l e  l a b o r  d e p r e s s e d
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wages f o r  men. K e e p in g  wages h i g h e r  f o r  women w ould  a l s o  
keep  them h i g h e r  f o r  men, p r e c l u d i n g  t h e  need f o r  w i v e s  t o  
e n t e r  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e .
F o r  t h e  most p a r t ,  t h e  f u n n i e s  d i d n ’ t  c o n c e r n  them ­
s e l v e s  w i t h  t h e  s o c i a l  f o r c e s  a f f e c t i n g  f a m i l i e s .  N o n e th e ­
l e s s ,  t h e y  w e re  r e l a t i v e l y  a c c u r a t e  in  t h e i r  p o r t r a y a l  o f  
w h a t  was p e r c e i v e d  t o  be t h e  norm al  A m e r ic a n  f a m i l y .  A n a l y ­
s i s  o f  s o c i a l  o r  c u l t u r a l  phenomena r e v o l v e s  a ro u n d  t h e  
d i s t i n c t i o n s  be tw e e n  q u a n t i f i a b l e  o r  a t  l e a s t  c o l l e c t i b l e  
i n f o r m a t i o n  v e r s u s  t h e  p e r c e p t i o n s  s u b j e c t s  have a b o u t  t h e  
d a t a  c o l l e c t e d .  The i n v e s t i g a t o r  must r e m a in  a w a re  o f  t h e  
w i d e r  c u l t u r a l  c o n t e x t  t h a t  i n f o r m s  any s o c i a l  phenomenon o r  
r i s k  s e r i o u s  mi s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  d a t a .
S o c i a l  c h a n g e ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  r e q u i r e s  p l a c e m e n t  in  
t i m e .  " C o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  t r e n d s ,  b o th  r e g i o n a l  
and g l o b a l ,  i s  i m p o r t a n t .  A s p e c i f i c  change w i t h i n  a c u l ­
t u r e  must be seen  in  r e l a t i o n  t o  b r o a d e r  a s p e c t s  o f  change"  
( T o s u n e r - F i k e s  1 3 ) .  N o t h i n g  e x i s t s  in  a vacuum, and " t h e  
f a m i l y  i s  i n  no s e n s e  an i n d e p e n d e n t  i n s t i t u t i o n  c a p a b l e  o f  
b e i n g  f a s h i o n e d ,  s u s t a i n e d ,  o r  m o d i f i e d  a t  w i l l  t o  s u i t  t h e  
f a n c y "  ( C a l h o u n  3 2 3 ) .  So,  w h a t e v e r  f r e e d o m  t h e  c a r t o o n i s t  
had t o  i n t e r p r e t  f a m i l y ,  t h a t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  was bounded by 
t h e  p r e - e x i s t e n t  s o c i a l  l i m i t s  o r  p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  w h a t  was 
c o n s i d e r e d  " f a m i l y . "
Two r e l a t e d  a t t i t u d e s  round o u t  t h e  f a m i l y  p o r t r a i t  
fo u n d  in  t h e  f u n n i e s .  The f i r s t  i s  romance as a b a s i s  f o r
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m a r r i a g e  and i t s  a l m o s t  i n e v i t a b l e  c o n c o m i t a n t ,  j e a l o u s y .
The s eco nd  i s  t h e  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  as t h e  most  
i m p o r t a n t  s o c i a l ,  c u l t u r a l ,  and m o ra l  u n i t .  M ost  c u l t u r e s  
ha v e  d e f i n e d  and d e fe n d e d  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  f a m i l y .  B u t  n o t  
a l l  c u l t u r e s  ha v e  d e f i n e d  f a m i l y  i n  t h e  same way.  The  
d e f i n i t i o n  o f  f a m i l y  t h a t  i n f o r m s  t h e s e  e a r l y  f a m i l y  com ic  
s t r i p s  i s  t h a t  o f  t h e  autonomous n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  c o n s i s t i n g  
o f  husband and w i f e  and t h e i r  im m e d ia te  o f f s p r i n g .  Whenever  
any M r .  so much as lo o k e d  a t  a y oung ,  a t t r a c t i v e  f e m a l e  (a n d  
was c a u g h t  d o in g  s o )  t h e  w i f e  was j u s t i f i e d  i n  a l m o s t  any  
r e a c t i o n ,  h o w e v e r  e x t r e m e ,  she  chose  t o  i n d u l g e .  Because  
romance was based on p e r s o n a l  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s ,  i t  was i m p e r a ­
t i v e  t h a t  t h e  w i f e  be t h e  most a t t r a c t i v e  p e r s o n  i n  h e r  
h u s b a n d ’ s l i f e .  Any t h r e a t  t o  t h e  s t a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  c o u p l e  
was a t h r e a t  t o  t h e  s e c u r i t y  o f  t h e  f a m i l y ,  and n o t h i n g  was 
a c c e p t a b l e  t h a t  m i g h t  d i s t u r b  t h e  f a m i l y  as t h e  c o r n e r s t o n e  




M oving  On Up
E n t e r  M a g g ie  and J i g g s ,  a most u n l i k e l y  c o u p le  t o  
r e p r e s e n t  A m e r ic a n  f a m i l y  l i f e  f o r  f o r t y - o n e  y e a r s .  George  
McManus e n j o y e d  m o d e r a te  s u c c e s s  w i t h  s e v e r a l  d i f f e r e n t  
com ic  s t r i p s ,  b u t  none was as s u c c e s s f u l  as B r i n g i n g  Up 
F a t h e r . M a g g ie  began h e r  l i f e  i n  t h e  f u n n i e s  as a w a s h e r ­
woman and J i g g s  as a b r i c k l a y e r .  They w e re  i m m ig r a n t  I r i s h ,  
d e f i n i t e l y  l a b o r i n g  c l a s s ,  and t h e y  i n c o r p o r a t e d  v i r t u a l l y  
e v e r y  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  f u n n y  pages f a m i l y  c l i c h 6  i n t o  t h e i r  n o t  
so t y p i c a l  home. B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r  com bined a l l  t h e  e l e ­
m ents  o f  t h e  e a r l y  f a m i l y  com ic  s t r i p s  d e s c r i b e d  t h u s  f a r  
w i t h  t h e  added f i l l i p  o f  champagne money in  a s t r i c t l y  b e e r  
h o u s e h o l d .
I n  h i s  com m entary  f o r  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  J i g g s  I s  Back  
B l a c k b e a r d  s a i d ,  “What u s u a l l y  s h a p e s  w id e  p u b l i c  r e s p o n s e  
t o  a com ic  s t r i p — t h e n  as now—i s  i t s  d i r e c t  r e l e v a n c e  t o  
w h a t  t h e  p u b l i c  a l r e a d y  knows, w h a t  i t  e x p e r i e n c e s  a lm o s t  
d a i l y "  ( 1 2 ) .  A t  f i r s t  g l a n c e ,  M a g g ie  and J i g g s  seem t o  have  
n o t h i n g  i n  common w i t h  any  a v e r a g e  f a m i l y .  They s t a r t  l i f e  
as l a b o r i n g  c l a s s  im m ig r a n t s  and t h e n  t h e y  w in  t h e  I r i s h  
S w e e p s ta k e s ,  i n s t a n t l y  r i s i n g  " o u t  o f  p o v e r t y  i n t o  t h e  
s w e e t - s m e l l i n g  r e g i o n  o f  m oney ,"  b u t  w i t h o u t  a c q u i r i n g  t h e  
s o c i a l  s t a t u s  money p r o m is e s  (K ennedy  7 ) .  N e i t h e r  o f  them  
has t o  work  any l o n g e r ,  and t h e y  s e t  up h o u s e k e e p in g  in  a 
f a s h i o n a b l e  n e ig h b o r h o o d  f ro m  w h ic h  J i g g s  i s  c o n t i n u a l l y
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t r y i n g  t o  e s c a p e  i n  o r d e r  t o  spend t i m e  w i t h  h i s  o l d  
f r i e n d s .
T h i s  u n l i k e l y  s c e n a r i o  i s  q u i t e  in  k e e p in g  w i t h  t h e  
A m e r ic a n  myth t h a t  anyone  can a c h i e v e  a n y t h i n g  i n  t h i s  la n d  
o f  o p p o r t u n i t y ,  and B e r g e r  r e m in d s  us t h a t  "w hat  i s  most  
s i g n i f i c a n t  a b o u t  m yths  i s  t h e  s t o r i e s  t h e y  t e l l  us ,  n o t  
t h e i r  s t y l e "  ( M e d ia  2 0 ) .  When s t o r y - t e l l i n g  i n c o r p o r a t e s  
f a n t a s y  e l e m e n t s  anyone  can i d e n t i f y  w i t h ,  i t  can a c h i e v e  
r e l e v a n c e  f o r  a l m o s t  any r e a d e r ,  no m a t t e r  how u n l i k e l y  t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  may be .  When i t  i s  e n t e r t a i n i n g  as w e l l ,  i t  can  
make a f o r t u n e  f o r  t h e  s t o r y t e l l e r .
The f i r s t  s e ve n  y e a r s  o f  B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r  f a l l  i n t o  a 
p e r i o d  B e r g e r  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  t h i s  way:
The f i r s t  g e n e r a t i o n  s t r i p s  t e n d e d  t o  be humorous.
. . . The v e r y  t i t l e s  o f  t h e  s t r i p s  s u g g e s t  t h e
k i n d  o f  i n n o c e n t  l i g h t h e a r t e d n e s s  and p l a y f u l n e s s  
t h a t  c h a r a c t e r ! z e d  t h e s e  s t r i p s .  . . . The a r t  
work  i n  t h e s e  s t r i p s  t e n d s  t o  be s i m p l e  and 
c r u d e —p e r h a p s  as  u n r e a l i s t i c  as t h e  i d e a s  p e o p le  
s u p p o s e d ly  had a b o u t  t h e  w o r l d  i n  t h e  age o f  i n n o ­
c e n c e .  ( Comi c - S t r i  pped 2 1 )
C e r t a i n l y ,  t h e  f a n t a s t i c  s c e n a r i o  t h a t  was t h e  b a s i s  f o r  
B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r  was born o f  r o m a n t i c i s m  and McManus made 
no p r e t e n s e  o f  h i s  p u r p o s e .  He i n t e n t i o n a l l y  w ent  f o r  
s l a p s t i c k  humor, b e l i e v i n g  i t  “ t h e  b e s t  t y p e  f o r  p r o d u c in g  a 
r e a l  h e a r t y  la u g h "  ( S h e r i d a n  4 5 ) .
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B l a c k b e a r d  m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  r e a d e r s  w e re  r e s p o n d in g  t o  
McManus’ v e r s i o n  o f  a com ic  s t a p l e ,  " t h e  m elodram a o f  unend­
in g  d o m e s t ic  c o n f l i c t  as b r o u g h t  a b o u t  by a p re s u m a b ly  
’ i n h e r e n t ’ f e m i n i n e  i n c l i n a t i o n  to w a r d s  c u l t u r e  in  open  
w a r f a r e  a g a i n s t  a p r e s u m a b ly  ’ i n h e r e n t ’ m a s c u l i n e  i n c l i n a ­
t i o n  t o  a v o i d  such c o n c e r n s "  ( 1 3 ) .  McManus c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  
b a s i s  o f  t h e  s t r i p  t o  be " t h e  r e s i s t a n c e  o f  t h e  head o f  t h e  
h o u s e h o ld  t o  h i s  f a m i l y ’ s s o c i a l  a m b i t i o n s "  ( S h e r i d a n  4 5 ) .
As a r u l e ,  w h e t h e r  in  t h e  f u n n i e s  o r  e l s e w h e r e ,  women were  
d e p i c t e d  as r e a d e r s  o f  books and men as r e a d e r s  o f  newspa­
p e r s .  C a lh o u n  f u r t h e r  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  t h e  r o l e s  in  m a r r i a g e  
a l o n g  g e n d e r  l i n e s  c l a i m i n g  " m a r r i a g e  i s  se ldom  a com rade­
s h i p  o f  e q u a l  m in d s;  woman m o t h e r s ,  man p e t s "  ( 1 2 5 ) .
I n  t h e  grammar o f  t h e  f a m i l y  com ic  s t r i p ,  t h e s e  t r a d i ­
t i o n a l ,  p r e s c r i b e d ,  g e n d e r - s p e c i f i c  r o l e s  a r e  among t h e  
s t r o n g e s t  sym b ols  e m p lo y e d .  Humor i s  r e g u l a r l y  d e r i v e d  f ro m  
t h e  f a c t  t h a t  one o r  a n o t h e r  f a m i l y  member has f a i l e d  t o  
m eet a r o l e - d e f i n e d  o b l i g a t i o n .  M ost  o f t e n  t h e  Mr .  f a l l s  
s h o r t  and becomes t h e  b u t t  o f  t h e  d a y ’ s gag,  a s i t u a t i o n  
t h a t  r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  woman’ s d o m e s t ic  po w er .  The M rs .  g e t s  
t h e  h o r s e  la u g h  when t h e  man’ s " s u p e r i o r "  i n t e l l e c t  s h in e s  
t h r o u g h .
D e s p i t e  t h e  u n u s u a l  d o m e s t ic  a r r a n g e m e n t  o f  t h e  J ig g s  
h o u s e h o ld ,  t h i s  b a t t l e  o f  t h e  s e x e s  was r e a d i l y  a c c e p t e d  by 
t h e  r e a d i n g  p u b l i c .  I t  seems l i k e l y ,  t h e n ,  " t h a t  t h e s e  
c o m ic s  s t r i k e  some k i n d  o f  a c h o rd  in  t h e i r  r e a d e r s ’ i m a g i -
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n a t i o n s  and a i d  them in  w o r k in g  o u t  t h e i r  own p s y c h o l o g i c a l  
p r o b le m s "  ( B e r g e r ,  Comi c - S t r i  pped 2 1 - 2 2 ) .  Humor has lo ng  
been an anodyne f o r  u n p l e a s a n t  s i t u a t i o n s .  The i n t e n s i t y  o f  
p o s t - i n d u s t r i a l  f a m i l y  l i f e  b re d  as much a n i m o s i t y  as i t  d i d  
l o v e  and s e c u r i t y ,  a n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  outcome g i v e n  t h e  i n ­
c r e a s i n g l y  p r i v a t e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  g rou p  i n  an u rb a n  
s e t t i n g .  C lo s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s , e s p e c i a l l y  in  a p h y s i c a l l y  
c l o s e  e n v i r o n m e n t  l i k e  t h a t  e x p e r i e n c e d  by most w o r k in g  
c l a s s  f a m i l i e s  i n  u rb a n  a r e a s ,  have a lw a y s  h e ld  t h e  p o t e n ­
t i a l  f o r  p r o b le m s .  W i th  nowhere t o  go b u t  home, some l e v e l  
o f  d o m e s t ic  s t r i f e  was i n e v i t a b l e ,  and w o r k in g  o u t  d o m e s t ic  
d i f f i c u l t i e s  on t h e  fu n n y  pages was f a r  and away p r e f e r a b l e  
t o  c o n f r o n t i n g  them a t  home. M agg ie  and J i g g s  seem t o  have  
s e r v e d  as t h e  c o l l e c t i v e  c o n s c ie n c e  and w h ip p in g  boy in  t h e  
e a r l y  d a y s .
S e v e r a l  f a c t o r s  worked t o g e t h e r  t o  make M a gg ie  and 
J i g g s  u s e f u l  in  t h e i r  s o c i a l l y  c a t h a r t i c  c a p a c i t y .  The  
e s t a b l i s h e d  c o n v e n t i o n  o f  t h e  w i f e  b e in g  l a r g e r  th a n  t h e  
husband c o n t r i b u t e d  i t s  s h a r e .  O r i g i n a l l y ,  M agg ie  and J i g g s  
w e re  t h e  same s i z e ,  b u t  McManus " s h ra n k "  J i g g s  f o r  com ic  
e f f e c t  ( H a r v e y  5 2 ) .  The b ig  w i f e  was a p e r e n n i a l  t h r e a t  t o  
t h e  p h y s i c a l  w e l l - b e i n g  o f  t h e  husband,  b u t  t h e r e  w ere  o t h e r  
s o c i a l  c o n v e n t i o n s  a t  work  as w e l l .
By 1910 t h e  p h y s i c a l  and econom ic  r e q u i r e m e n t s  o f  
i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  had t r a n s f o r m e d  t h e  home f ro m  a j o i n t l y  
h e l d  f a m i l y  t e r r i t o r y  t o  t h e  woman’ s domain w i t h  t h e  man
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b a n i s h e d  t o  t h e  w o r l d  o f  commerce t o  e a r n  t h e  f a m i l y  l i v e l i ­
ho od .  H a v i n g  a s m a l l e r  man in  a c om ic  s t r i p  was one way t o  
b a l a n c e  t h e  power b e tw e e n  t h e  m a le  domain  o f  b u s i n e s s  and  
t h e  f e m a l e  domain  o f  home. Money, e a r n e d  a t  w o r k ,  was 
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  m a le  domain and w i t h  p o w e r .  G r e a t e r  
s i z e  a l l o w e d  t h e  woman t o  c a r r y  more w e i g h t  a t  home, w h e re  
she was i n  c h a r g e .
I t  i s  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  com ic  s t r i p  a r t i s t s  w o u ld  have  
i n t e r p r e t e d  t h e i r  own work  t h i s  way.  Y e t  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  
seems i n e v i t a b l e .  W h i t e  and Abel  c l a i m  t h a t  t h e  a t t r i b u t e s  
o f  f a m i l y  s t r i p s  "depend f a r  more on t h e  way t h e y  e n h a n c e  
t h e  norm t h a n  on how c l o s e l y  t h e y  f o l l o w  i t "  ( 2 8 ) .  Th ese  
e a r l y  s t r i p s  w e r e n ’ t  c l a i m i n g  t h a t  t h e  norm i n  A m e r ic a  was 
f o r  t h e  w i f e  t o  be l a r g e r  t h a n  h e r  husband b u t  t h a t  she  was  
i n  c h a r g e  i n  h e r  a r e a ,  t h e  home. V i s u a l l y  d e p i c t e d ,  h e r  
power  was i n  h e r  s i z e .
The J i g g s  f a m i l y  w e re  a lw a y s  shown i n  f o r m a l  a t t i r e ,  
e x c e p t  f o r  J i g g s  who r e g u l a r l y  eschewed s h i r t ,  c o l l a r ,  and  
s h o e s ,  much t o  M a g g i e ’ s c h a g r i n .  T h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  i l l u s ­
t r a t e d  t h e  d i v e r g e n c e  o f  g o a l s  b e tw e e n  M a g g ie  and J i g g s .
She and t h e i r  grown d a u g h t e r  N o ra  w a n te d  t o  b r e a k  i n t o  s o c i ­
e t y ;  J i g g s  w a n te d  t o  b r e a k  o u t .  T h i s  g o a l  c o n f l i c t  p r o v i d e d  
am ple  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  s o c i a l  com m entary  on t h e  c l a s s e s .  
Kennedy w r o t e :  " I t  was t h e  s p e c i f i c s  o f  t h e s e  c o n t r a s t i n g  
w o r l d s  [ l a b o r i n g  and 6 1 i t e ]  t h a t  made t h e  s t o r y  o f  M a g g ie  
and J i g g s  v a l u a b l e  o r i g i n a l l y  and keeps  i t  v a l u a b l e  t o d a y  as
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p e e r l e s s  s o c i a l  h i s t o r y "  (K en n e d y  7 ) .  McManus had o n l y  t o  
r e p o r t  w h a t  w e re  a c c e p t e d  as  no rm a l  c l a s s  a t t i t u d e s  t o  w r i t e  
h i s  own b i t  o f  s o c i a l  h i s t o r y .
M a g g ie  and N o r a ’ s e f f o r t s  t o  b r e a k  i n t o  s o c i e t y  w e re  
t h w a r t e d  b e c a u s e  t h e y  w e re  b u rd e n e d  w i t h  J i g g s  who r e f u s e d  
t o  p l a y  s o c i a l  games; he be ha v e d  t h e  same way a t  a b a l l  as  
he w o u ld  a t  a b a l l  game. T r u e  t o  h i s  c r e a t o r ’ s wh im s,  h i s  
more n a t u r a l  a p p r o a c h  u s u a l l y  l e d  t o  h i s  m e e t i n g  and b e i n g  
a c c e p t e d  by t h e  same u p p e r  c r u s t  f o l k  M a g g ie  p u r s u e d .  T im e  
and a g a i n ,  J i g g s  and McManus p r o v e d  t o  t h e  r e a d i n g  p u b l i c  
t h a t  s i m p l e  p l e a s u r e s  and s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  b e h a v i o r  w e re  t h e  
b e s t .  When M a g g ie  w a n te d  t o  im p r e s s  some v i s i t i n g  n o b i l i t y  
w i t h  f i n e  c u i s i n e ,  J i g g s ’ c o r n e d  b e e f  and c a b b a g e  " c a r p 6 d  
t h e  d iem "  i n s t e a d .  [ M o r a l :  be y o u r s e l f  w i t h  g r a c e  i n s t e a d  
o f  someone e l s e  w i t h  d e l u s i o n s . ]
R e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  l a b o r i n g  c l a s s  was e v i d e n t  f r o m  t h e  way 
J i g g s ’ l o y a l t y  t o  h i s  o l d  f r i e n d s  was p o r t r a y e d .  No amount  
o f  w e a l t h  c o u l d  come b e tw e e n  t h e  o l d  hod c a r r i e r  and h i s  
bosom c o n s t r u c t i o n  gang b u d d i e s ,  even  when t h e i r  b a c k g r o u n d s  
w e r e  l e s s  t h a n  s t e r l i n g .  M a g g ie  w is h e d  o n l y  t o  e s c a p e  them  
and h e r  own l o w e r  s o c i a l  o r d e r  p a s t .  W h i l e  t h e  s o c i a l  and  
m o ra l  d i le m m a  o f  w h a t  t o  do w i t h  o l d  f r i e n d s  when one "makes  
i t "  i s  h a r d l y  a l a u g h i n g  m a t t e r ,  t h e  s i t u a t i o n s  c r e a t e d  by 
t h e  a t t e m p t  t o  be someone o r  s o m e th in g  one i s  n o t  can be 
f u n n y .  S c e n a r i o s  on t h e  s u b j e c t  a r e  a commonplace i n  t e l e ­
v i s i o n  s i t u a t i o n  c o m e d ie s .  What i s  l e s s  am using i s  t h e  f a c t
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t h a t  t h e  s o c i a l  s c h e m in g  was p o r t r a y e d  as  a p a r t  o f  t h e  
woman 7 s doma i n .
The b a t t l e  b e tw e e n  t h e  s e x e s  was b a s e d ,  i n  p a r t ,  on t h e  
p r e s u m p t i o n  t h a t  t h e  u r g e  t o  g e t  ahead  was t h e  woman’ s 
c o n c e r n .  The good woman b e h i n d  e v e r y  s u c c e s s f u l  man was 
back t h e r e  p u s h in g  him t o  a c h i e v e  h i g h e r  s t a t u s  a t  w o r k ,  t o  
make more money, t o  s u p p o r t  h e r  i n  t h e  s t y l e  t o  w h ic h  she  
w a n te d  t o  become a c c u s to m e d .  The a c h i e v e m e n t  norm t h a t  
s u p p o s e d ly  m o t i v a t e d  men t o  s u c c e s s  was t r a n s f o r m e d  f r o m  an  
i n n e r  d r i v e  t o  an o u t e r  go ad .  T h i s  was a n o t h e r  r e a c t i o n  t o  
t h e  s h i f t  f r o m  a h o m e - c e n t e r e d  t o  a m a r k e t - c e n t e r e d  economy.  
The o n l y  way a m i d d l e  c l a s s  woman c o u l d  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  im­
p r o v e  h e r  s i t u a t i o n  was t h r o u g h  t h e  e f f o r t s  o f  h e r  h u sb an d .  
S u c c e s s ,  m easured  i n  d o l l a r s ,  m eant  c o m f o r t  and s e c u r i t y  f o r  
a woman and h e r  c h i l d r e n .
M a r r i a g e  had a l r e a d y  become l e s s  a s o c i a l  o r  com m unity  
c o n c e r n  and more a c o n t r a c t  be tw e e n  i n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h  p e r ­
s o n a l  g o a l s .  G e n e r a l l y ,  t h e  c o n t r a c t  demanded t h a t  t h e  man 
s u p p o r t  t h e  f a m i l y  and t h e  woman manage t h e  h o u s e h o ld .  Thus  
t h e  d i v i s i o n  o f  l a b o r  was c o d i f i e d  as a c u l t u r a l  norm. W i t h  
c o n t r a c t u a l  o b l i g a t i o n s  t a k i n g  a more c e n t r a l  r o l e  i n  m ar ­
r i a g e  and f a m i l y  l i f e ,  i t  i s  no s u r p r i s e  t h a t ,  i n  t h e  f u n ­
n i e s ,  J i g g s  became M a g g i e ’ s b u rd e n  and she became h i s .  
E x a g g e r a t i o n  o f  J i g g s ’ f a i l u r e  t o  m eet  t h e  r o l e  d e f i n e d  
o b l i g a t i o n  t o  g e t  ahead  s e r v e d  t o  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  o b l i g a t i o n  
i t s e l f ,  j u s t  as e x a g g e r a t i o n  o f  M a g g i e ’ s f a i l u r e  t o  make a
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t y p i c a l  c o m f o r t a b l e  home f o r  J i g g s  h i g h l i g h t e d  t h a t  o b l i g a ­
t i o n .  S i n c e  n e i t h e r  f a i l u r e  t h r e a t e n e d  t h e  w e l l - b e i n g  o f  
t h e  f a m i l y ,  i t  was s a f e  f o r  r e a d e r s  t o  l a u g h  a t  them b o t h .
T h i s  b u r l e s q u e  o f  m i d d l e  c l a s s  v a l u e s  and t h e  c o n f l i c t s  
t h e y  c a u s e d  was p l a y e d  o u t  p h y s i c a l l y  i n  t h e  f u n n i e s .
M a g g ie  r e g u l a r l y  h e l p e d  J i g g s  b r e a k  v a s e s  by t h r o w i n g  them  
a t  h i s  h e a d .  O f  c o u r s e ,  J i g g s  n e v e r  s t r u c k  b a c k ,  s i n c e  a 
man was supposed  t o  p r o t e c t ,  n o t  a b u s e ,  h i s  w i f e .  I t  i s  
t e m p t i n g  t o  r e a d  M a g g i e ’ s p h y s i c a l  abuse  o f  J i g g s  as an 
a b e r r a t i o n ,  d i s p l a y e d  f o r  com ic  e f f e c t .  I n  f a c t ,  i t  seems  
more r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t h e  u n d e r l y i n g  s t r e s s e s  t h e  m i d d l e  
c l a s s  l i v e d  w i t h  f r o m  day t o  d a y .  What t h e  v i s u a l  b a t t l e  
d i d  was t o  a l l o w  t h e  c a r t o o n i s t ,  and t h e r e f o r  t h e  a u d i e n c e ,  
t o  work  t h r o u g h  some o f  t h e  a m b i v a l e n c e  a r a p i d  pace  o f  
ch a n g e  had i n t r o d u c e d  i n t o  t h e  s o c i a l  f a b r i c .
I n  t h e  f u n n i e s ,  s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l  norms w e re  b e in g  
r e d e f i n e d  t o  f i t  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  modern m a r r i a g e  and f a m i l y  
l i f e .  T h i s  was n o t  a p r o b le m  f o r  r e a d e r s  b e c a u s e  t h e  f a m i l y  
r e t a i n e d  i t s  c e n t r a l  p o s i t i o n  as t h e  a r b i t e r  o f  s o c i a l  
norm s,  so i t  d i d n ’ t  lo o k  t o o  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  w h a t  p e o p l e  
e x p e c t e d  t o  s e e .  M a g g ie  and J i g g s  w e re  f u n n y  b e c a u s e  t h e y  
w e re  f i s h  o u t  o f  w a t e r ,  j u s t  l i k e  a l l  t h e  o t h e r  f a m i l i e s  
t r y i n g  t o  cope w i t h  t h e  new s o c i a l  fo r m s  b e in g  s u p e r im p o s e d  
on t h e  o l d ,  f a m i l i a r  f a m i l y .
M ost  s o c i a l  comment i n  t h e  s t r i p  was c o n f i n e d  t o  t h e  
sub r o s a  v a r i e t y  b e c a u s e  McManus’ p u rp o s e  was n o t  t o  u p s e t
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t h e  s o c i a l  a p p l e  c a r t .  G e n e r a l l y ,  s o c i a l  com m entary  s l i p p e d  
i n  on t h e  s i d e ,  as  when h i g h  s o c i e t y  be ha v e d  a b o m in a b ly  o r  
l a b o r e r s  b e h a v e d  w i t h  c l a s s .  On o c c a s i o n ,  i s s u e s  w e re  
a d d r e s s e d ,  as when t h e  J i g g s  f a m i l y  w e n t  t o  E u ro p e  f o r  an 
e x t e n d e d  v i s i t .  T h a t  t r i p  happened  w h i l e  P r o h i b i t i o n  was i n  
e f f e c t  i n  t h e  S t a t e s .  M ov in g  t h e  a c t i o n  t o  E u ro p e  a l l o w e d  
J i g g s  t o  i n d u l g e  h i s  t a s t e  f o r  b e e r  and s p i r i t s  f r e e l y  and  
l e g a l l y ,  w h ic h  he d i d  o f t e n  and a lw a y s  t o  com ic  e f f e c t .  
N e i t h e r  McManus n o r  J i g g s  w a n te d  t o  t a k e  on t h e  f e d e r a l  
b u r e a u c r a c y ,  l e t  a l o n e  t h e  s i l e n t  m a j o r i t y ,  so humor by way 
o f  a b s u r d i t y  made t h e i r  p o i n t s  f o r  th e m .
M a g g ie  and J i g g s  had a grown son who made a b r i e f  
a p p e a r a n c e  and t h e n  d ro p p e d  f r o m  s i g h t  c o m p l e t e l y .  D a u g h t e r  
N o ra  l a s t e d  q u i t e  a b i t  l o n g e r .  She was one o f  t h e  young  
and a t t r a c t i v e  com ic  s t r i p  women p o r t r a y e d  f a i r l y  r e a l i s t i ­
c a l l y ,  and h e r  s t r i n g  o f  s u i t o r s  o c c a s i o n e d  b o th  humor and  
s o c i a l  comment, u s u a l l y  f r o m  J i g g s  a t  M a g g i e ’ s p r o m p t i n g  and  
u s u a l l y  r e l a t i n g  t o  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  o f  N o r a ’ s b e h a v i o r  
w i t h  h e r  young men.
The J i g g s  c h i l d r e n  w e re  o b v i o u s l y  n o t  i n  need o f  t h e  
u s u a l  home n u r t u r e  and c a r e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  f a m i l y ,  s i n c e  
b o th  o f  them  w e re  a d u l t s .  T h a t  N o ra  s t a y e d  a ro u n d  l o n g e r  
t h a n  h e r  b r o t h e r  p o i n t s  up t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  e x p e c t a t i o n s  
f o r  " g i r l s ,‘ and "boys"  in  t h e  t e e n s  and t w e n t i e s .  M i d d l e  
c l a s s  men w e re  m ean t  t o  go o f f  t o  s t a r t  t h e i r  own f a m i l i e s ;  
women ( r e a d  " g i r l s " )  were  m eant  t o  be m a r r i e d  o f f  t o  a p p r o ­
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p r i a t e  young men. No m a t t e r  how i n d e p e n d e n t  N o ra  a c t e d ,  she  
w a s n ’ t  c o m p l e t e l y  f r e e  t o  m a r r y  a t  w i l l .  F a t h e r ’ s p e r m i s ­
s i o n ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  a c q u i e s c e n c e ,  was t h e  s o c i a l  p r e r e q u i s i t e  
t o  such a move, and he r e g u l a r l y  f a i l e d  t o  a c q u i e s c e .
M a g g ie  and J i g g s  l i v e d  sus pe nde d  b e tw e e n  t h e  u p p e r  
c l a s s  w o r l d  t h e y  c o u l d n ’ t  e n t e r  and t h e  l o w e r ,  l a b o r i n g  
c l a s s  w o r l d  t h e y  had l e f t .  H a v in g  a s p i r e d  t o  a b e t t e r  l i f e ,  
t h e y  w e re  u n p r e p a r e d  t o  bypass  t h e  m i d - r a n g e  o f  s u c c e s s ,  
w h ic h  t h e y  d i d  when t h e y  a c q u i r e d  i n s t a n t  w e a l t h .  The good 
t h i n g s  o f  l i f e  t h a t  t h e y  w a n te d  w e re  a c t u a l l y  t h o s e  o f  t h e  
m i d d l e  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  u p p e r  c l a s s ,  b u t  t h e y  had t o o  much 
money t o  l i v e  i n  t h e  m i d d l e .  They  w e re  b l u e  c o l l a r  b o d ie s  
i n  s t a r c h e d  c o l l a r s ,  and t h e  f i t  was a c o n s t a n t  p r o b le m .
The i l l - f i t  gave  McManus t h e  f r e e d o m  t o  poke f u n  a t  a l l  
l e v e l s  o f  s o c i e t y  and a t  a l l  t h e  norms t h a t  d e f i n e d  A m e r ic a n  
e x p e r i e n c e  i m m e d i a t e l y  a t  and a f t e r  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y ,  
w i t h o u t  s e r i o u s l y  c a l l i n g  i n t o  q u e s t i o n  t h e  m i d d l e  c l a s s  
norms h i s  humor was based on .
Between t h e  a d v e n t  o f  B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r  and B l o n d i e ’ s 
f i r s t  a p p e a r a n c e  i n  t h e  f u n n i e s ,  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  w e re  h a r d  
a t  work  t r y i n g  t o  q u a n t i f y  and e x p l a i n  t h e  changes  t h a t  w e re  
h a p p e n in g  i n  A m e r ic a n  f a m i l i e s .  The t r e n d s  t h a t  C a lh o u n  had 
n o te d  p r i o r  t o  1919 w e re  w e l l  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  b e in g  t r e a t e d  as  
c u l t u r a l  a p r i o r i s  i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e .  Romance as t h e  p r i m a ­
r y  b a s i s  f o r  m a r r i a g e ;  i n d i v i d u a l i s m ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in  l i f e  
g o a l s ;  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  com m unity  c o n t r o l ,  w h e t h e r  o f  t h e
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f a m i l y  com m unity  o r  t h e  l a r g e r  c o m m u n ity ;  t h e  e a s y  m o b i l i t y  
o f  u rb a n  l i f e ;  t h e  d i v i s i o n  o f  l a b o r  b e tw e e n  husband and  
w i f e  i n  t h e  f a m i l y  economy: Th es e  c o m p r is e d  t h e  m a t r i x  
w i t h i n  w h ic h  f a m i l y  was d e s c r i b e d .
Mowrer  s t a t e d :
The e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  a f a m i l y  i s  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  
b u i l d i n g  up o r g a n i z e d  a t t i t u d e s  i n  w h ic h  a l l  c o n ­
c u r .  F a m i l y  d i s o r g a n i z a t i o n  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  c o n ­
v e r s e  p r o c e s s  i n  w h ic h  t h e  f a m i l y  com plex  b r e a k s  
up and t h e  a m b i t i o n s  and i d e a l s  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  
members o f  t h e  f a m i l y  become d i f f e r e n t i a t e d .  ( 4 )
He f u r t h e r  c o n te n d e d  t h a t ,  "The p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  f a m i l y  d i s i n ­
t e g r a t i o n  i s  t h u s  a c c e p t e d  as an e s s e n t i a l  e l e m e n t  o f  modern  
f a m i l y  l i f e "  ( 7 ) .  T h i s  p r e m is e  seems v i r t u a l l y  s e l f - e v i d e n t  
in  t h e  9 0 * s ,  b u t  no amount o f  f a c t u a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  on d i v o r c e  
and d e s e r t i o n  r a t e s  made i t  r e a l  f o r  t h e  2 0 ’ s .  "N o rm a l"  was 
s t i l l  d e f i n e d  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  n u c l e a r  t e r m s ,  and t h e  r e f o r m  
t h a t  Mowrer  p r e a c h e d  was a r e f o r m  back t o  a normal t h a t ,  
p r e s u m a b ly ,  e v e r y o n e  u n d e r s t o o d  and s h a r e d .  T h i s  norm 
i n c l u d e d  a v i r t u a l  demand f o r  perm anence  i n  f a m i l y  and  
m a r r i a g e ,  d e s p i t e  " t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  f a m i l y  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n "  
t h a t  had been i d e n t i f i e d .  As e a r l y  as 1 9 2 7 ,  " t h e  i d e a l i z e d  
f a m i l y  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  [ h a d ]  become t h e  ’ n o r m a l ’ 
f a m i l y  o f  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y "  ( S k o l n i c k  3 0 7 ) .
M o w r e r ’ s a r g u m e n t  was p r e d i c a t e d  on h i s  a p p a r e n t  f a i t h  
i n  a p r i o r  age when f a m i l y  and t h e  s m a l l  community  w e re
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p r i m a r y  s o c i a l i z i n g  i n f l u e n c e s .  He used t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  as t h e  t o u c h s t o n e  by w h ic h  modern f a m i l y  l i f e  
was ju d g e d  (a n d  fo u n d  w a n t i n g ) .  And he b lam ed e x p e r i m e n t a ­
t i o n  w i t h  f a m i l y  fo r m s —b r o u g h t  on by i n d i v i d u a l i s m  and  
women’ s g r e a t e r  e c o n o m ic  in d e p e n d e n c e —f o r  t h e  d i s o r g a n i z a ­
t i o n  o f  modern f a m i l y  l i f e .  A n i c e l y  d i v i d e d  l a b o r  f o r c e ,  
w i t h  men m anag ing  commerce and women m anag ing  home, w o u ld  
ha v e  s o l v e d  q u i t e  n i c e l y  t h e  p ro b le m s  he i d e n t i f i e d .  No 
m a t t e r  how s u c c e s s f u l l y  he a r g u e d  a g a i n s t  t h e  a rg u m e n ts  o f  
o t h e r  r e f o r m e r s  who o n l y  w a n te d  t o  r e t u r n  t o  y e s t e r y e a r ,  h i s  
own s o l u t i o n s  o f f e r e d  no new way o u t  o f  t h e  d i le m m a  o f  t h e  
modern age—j u s t  a n o t h e r  r o u t e  back  t o  h i s  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  
da y s  o f  y o r e .
The p r o b le m  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  was f a c e d  w i t h  i n  t h e  t e e n s  
and t w e n t i e s  was a d e a r t h  o f  s u i t a b l e  a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  t h e  
o l d  norms t h a t  in f o r m e d  t h e i r  w o r k .  T h e r e  i s  no d o u b t  t h a t  
t h e  f a c t s  and f i g u r e s  t h e y  c o l l e c t e d  a b o u t  f a m i l i e s  w e re  as  
a c c u r a t e  as  p o s s i b l e ,  and t h e r e  i s  no r e a s o n  t o  d o u b t  e i t h e r  
t h e i r  i n t e n t i o n s  o r  t h e i r  i n t e g r i t y .  What i s  c l e a r  i s  t h a t  
when f a m i l y  and i t s  modern p r o b le m s  were  d i s c u s s e d ,  t h e  
s o l u t i o n s  p u t  f o r t h  r e v o l v e d  a ro u n d  a s t a n d a r d  n u c l e a r  
f a m i l y  s c e n a r i o .  The d i f f i c u l t y  was in  d e f i n i n g  t h a t  s c e ­
n a r i o .  The r e f o r m e r s  Mow rer  a r g u e d  w i t h  w e re  m a i n l y  o f  
C a l l h o u n ’ s o p i n i o n  t h a t  t h e  o n l y  good p l a c e  t o  r a i s e  a 
f a m i l y  was i n  a n o n - u r b a n  e n v i r o n m e n t .  M o w r e r ’ s own s o l u ­
t i o n s  demanded n o t  a r e t u r n  t o  t h e  c o u n t r y s i d e  b u t  t h e  w i l l ­
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in g n e s s  o f  w i v e s  and m o th e r s  t o  s u b s c r i b e  t o  t h e  n e w ly  
d e f i n e d  p o s t - i n d u s t r i a l  norm. S i n c e  t h e  o l d  s o c i a l  s y s te m s  
w e re  no l o n g e r  f u n c t i o n a l ,  t h e  s o l u t i o n  f o r  f a m i l y  p ro b le m s  
was l e f t  t o  t h e  f a m i l y ,  more s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  t h e  women whose  
work  was t h e  f a m i l y .  No m a t t e r  w h ic h  s i d e  o f  t h e  u r b a n /  
c o u n t r y  l i n e  one m i g h t  c h o o s e ,  b o th  s i d e s  c l a i m e d  t h e  t r a d i ­
t i o n a l  n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  as t h e  b a s i s  f o r  t h e i r  s o l u t i o n s .
F a m i l y  f u n n i e s  a c r o s s  t h e  b o a rd  s u p p o r t e d  n u c l e a r  
f a m i l y  norms a t  t h e  same t i m e  t h a t  t h e y  p o r t r a y e d  t h e  c h a n g ­
in g  s o c i a l  s c e n e .  The m u l t i f a r i o u s  p r o b le m s  b e s e t t i n g  
h e a r t h  and home w e re  p r e s e n t e d  as i f  t h e y  w e re  as norm al  as  
t h e  i d e a  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  n u c l e a r  f a m i l y .  R a t h e r  t h a n  
t r e a t i n g  p r o b le m s  as s e r i o u s  i s s u e s  w i t h  l i f e -  and home-  
t h r e a t e n i n g  p o t e n t i a l ,  t h e  f u n n i e s  t r e a t e d  them as j u s t  a 
no rm al  p a r t  o f  e v e r y d a y  l i f e .  The f u n n i e s  d i d n ’ t  have  t o  be 
e s p e c i a l l y  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  w h a t  happened i n  r e a l  l i f e  bec a u s e  
t h e y  w e re  a p a r t  o f  t h e  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  m e d ia  s y s te m  t h a t  was 
d e v e l o p i n g  in  t h e  U . S .  One b e a u t y  o f  t h e  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  i s  
i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  i n t e g r a t e  s e e m i n g l y  i r r e c o n c i 1a b l e  e l e m e n t s  
i n  a way t h a t  makes p e r f e c t  s e n s e  t o  a u d i e n c e s ,  and t h e  
f u n n i e s  w e re  happy t o  o b l i g e .  P r o v i d e d  t h e  c o i n c i d e n c e s  
t h a t  a u t h o r s  use a r e  p r e s e n t e d  c o n v i n c i n g l y  e nou gh ,  an a u d i ­
e n c e  i s  w i l l i n g  t o  a c c e p t  a l m o s t  a n y t h i n g ,  w h e t h e r  t h e y  
B e l i e v e  I t  o r  N o t . The s u p p o s e d ly  f r a g m e n t e d  f a m i l y  i s  an 
e x c e l l e n t  e x a m p l e .
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F r a g m e n t a t i o n ,  w h e t h e r  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  o r  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  
f a b r i c ,  has been o f  c o n c e r n  t o  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  f o r  as lo n g  
as t h e r e  has  been s o c i a l  s c i e n c e .  When s e r i o u s  i n v e s t i g a ­
t o r s  lo o k  a t  t h i n g s  l i k e  p r i v a t i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  f a m i l y ,  i s o l a ­
t i o n i s t  f a m i l y  a t t i t u d e s ,  and f a m i l y  members p u r s u i n g  p e r ­
s o n a l  g o a l s ,  t h e y  see  p r o b le m s .  When t h e  f u n n i e s  o r  o t h e r  
p o p u l a r  m e d ia  lo o k  a t  the m ,  t h e y  see  humor, humor w h ic h  i s  
i n e v i t a b l e  when d i s p a r a t e  e l e m e n t s  must accommodate each  
o t h e r  w i t h o u t  r e s o r t i n g  t o  open w a r f a r e .
Som et im es  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  seemed t o  m is s  t h e  f o r e s t  
f o r  t h e  t r e e s ,  o c c a s i o n a l l y  c o n f u s i n g  change w i t h  p r o b le m s .  
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  M ow rer  w r o t e :  " P e o p le  who have  become u r b a n i z e d  
do n o t  w a n t  t o  r e t u r n  t o  a p r i m a r y  g ro u p  o r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  
t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s "  ( 2 8 2 ) ;  t h a t  i s ,  p e o p le  d o n ’ t  w a n t  an 
o u t s i d e  g ro u p  l i k e  a s m a l l  town p o p u l a t i o n  o r  a c h u r c h  t o  
im p in g e  on t h e i r  f r e e d o m s  o r  make demands on t h e i r  t i m e .  I n  
t h e  f u n n i e s ,  a l l  t h a t  happens i s  t h a t  t h e  p r i m a r y  g rou p  i s  
r e p l a c e d  ( i n  v a r y i n g  d e g r e e s )  by t h e  nosy n e i g h b o r s  who l i v e  
n e x t  d o o r .  The o b v i o u s  c o n c l u s i o n  i s  t h a t ,  w h i l e  t h e  s o c i a l  
s c i e n c e s  may q u a n t i f y  and a n a l y z e ,  t h e  m e d ia  s i m p l y  r e p o r t  
o r  r e f l e c t  w h a t  i s  h a p p e n in g  f r o m  day t o  d a y .  W h e th e r  t h e  
n e i g h b o r s  a c t u a l l y  r e p l a c e  t h e  o l d  p r i m a r y  g rou p  i s  im m ate ­
r i a l .  What m a t t e r s  i s  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  p e r c e i v e d  as a p r i m a r y  
g r o u p ,  and i n  e v e r y d a y  a f f a i r s  " p e o p l e  a c t  on t h e  b a s i s  o f  
t h e i r  p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  r e a l i t y ,  n o t  r e a l i t y  i t s e l f "  ( B e r g e r ,
Si gns 1 2 5 ) .
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An e x a m p le  o f  how p e r c e p t i o n s  work  i s  e a s i l y  demon­
s t r a t e d  by a s h o p p in g  t r i p  t o  any m a l l .  D re s s  n i c e l y  (a n d  
w e a r  makeup i f  you a r e  f e m a l e )  and s a l e s  c l e r k s  w i l l  f l o c k  
t o  s e r v e ;  w e a r  j e a n s  and f o r g e t  t o  comb y o u r  h a i r  and e x p e ­
r i e n c e  l i f e  i n  t h e  G u la g .  P e r c e p t i o n s  p l a y e d  an i m p o r t a n t  
p a r t  i n  t h e  d e v e lo p m e n t  and p o p u l a r i t y  o f  C h ic  Y o u n g ’ s 
b l o n d e  humor q u e e n .
B 1 o n d ie  d i d n ’ t  s t a r t  o u t  as a f a m i l y  com ic  s t r i p ;
B l o n d i e  was j u s t  a young woman who w a n te d  t o  g e t  ahead by 
m a r r y i n g  someone w i t h  l o t s  o f  money. Fo r  t h r e e  y e a r s ,  she  
k e p t  a t  t h e  t a s k  w i t h  v a r y i n g  d e g r e e s  o f  s u c c e s s .  One o f  
h e r  beaux was Dagwood, t h e  s u i t o r  who most c a p t u r e d  t h e  
i m a g i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  r e a d e r s .  When he n e a r l y  l o s t  B l o n d i e  t o  
one o f  h i s  r i v a l s ,  h i s  f a n s  l e a p t  t o  h i s  d e f e n s e  and he was 
r e i n s t a t e d  as h e r  main l o v e  i n t e r e s t .  Dagwood’ s b i g g e s t  
p r o b le m  as a p r o t a g o n i s t  was t h a t  he was t h e  son o f  a 
w e a l t h y  r a i l r o a d  m a g n a te .  D u r in g  t h e  D e p r e s s i o n ,  g r e a t  
w e a l t h  was n o t  an e l e m e n t  l i k e l y  t o  s e l l  fu n n y  p a p e r s  t o  a 
p u b l i c  t h a t  was h a v in g  t r o u b l e  f i n d i n g  w o rk .  C h ic  Young  
s o l v e d  t h e  p r o b le m  by t r a n s f o r m i n g  B l o n d i e  f r o m  a 
g i r 1/ g o l d d i g g e r  s t r i p  t o  a n e w l y w e d / f a m i l y  s t r i p ,  u s i n g  l o t s  
o f  r o m a n t i c i s m  and f a m i l y  c o n f l i c t  t o  do i t .
W h i l e  B l o n d i e  was a f a i r l y  n i c e  g i r l  f o r  a g o l d d i g g e r ,  
she was n o t  c o n s i d e r e d  s u i t a b l e  m a r r i a g e  m a t e r i a l  f o r  
Dagwood; so Dagwood’ s f a t h e r  f o r b a d e  t h e  m a r r i a g e .  Dagwood 
w e n t  on a t w e n t y - e i g h t  day h u n g e r  s t r i k e ,  and M r .  Bumstead
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c a p i t u l a t e d —w i t h  t h e  p r o v i s o  t h a t  Dagwood w o u ld  be d i s i n h e r — 
i t e d  i f  t h e  m a r r i a g e  w e n t  t h r o u g h .  I t  d i d ,  r e i n f o r c i n g  
s e v e r a l  d e a r l y  h e l d  p u b l i c  n o t i o n s  a b o u t  m i d d l e  c l a s s  mar— 
r i a g e  and f a m i l y  l i f e .
t h e  h u n g e r  
S T R IK E  IS 
O V E R !
1
F i r s t ,  t h e  b a s i s  f o r  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  was t r u e  l o v e ,  
and t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  t h a t  l o v e  s e r v e d  as t h e  c o r n e r s t o n e  f o r  
t h e  new ly w e d s  and l a t e r  f o r  t h e i r  f a m i l y .  S econd ,  Dagwood 
and B l o n d i e  w e re  an i n d e p e n d e n t ,  p r i v a t e  f a m i l y  g r o u p i n g  
once t h e y  w e re  m a r r i e d .  N o t  o n l y  d i d  t h e  d i s i n h e r i t a n c e  c u t  
o f f  a r e a d y  s u p p l y  o f  money, i t  c u t  o f f  p o t e n t i a l  i n t e r f e r ­
e n c e  f r o m  t h e  i n - l a w s .  F i n a l l y ,  i t  p l a c e d  B l o n d i e  and  
Dagwood i n  t h e  same b o a t  as most o f  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  p u b l i c .  
Dagwood was,  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  a w o r k in g  s t i f f ;  B l o n d i e  was,  
a l s o  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  t h e  homemaker. T h i s  com ic  s t r i p  f a m i l y ’ s 
g e n e s i s  was p r e c i s e l y  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  t h e  r o m a n t i c i s m  + 
i n d e p e n d e n c e / i n d i v i d u a l i s m  + e c o n o m i c / d i v i s i o n  o f  l a b o r
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e q u a t i o n  t h a t  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  p l a c e d  a t  t h e  h e a r t  o f  f a m i l y  
d i s s o l u t i o n .  T w e lv e  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e y  w e re  m a r r i e d ,  t h e  
Bum steads and t h e i r  tw o  c h i l d r e n  and s i x  dogs w e re  c o n t e n t ­
e d l y  l i v i n g  o u t  t h e  A m e r ic a n  dream i n  t h e i r  house i n  t h e  
s u b u r b s .  I n  t h i s  c a s e ,  a t  l e a s t ,  t h e  e q u a t i o n  w orked  t o  
b u i l d  up r a t h e r  t h a n  b r e a k  down t h e  f a m i l y  c o m p le x ,  p e r h a p s  
i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  f a m i l i e s  w e re  d e c i d e d l y  more f l e x i b l e  t h a n  
t h e i r  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  d e f i n i t i o n s  a l l o w e d  f o r .
Y o u n g ’ s c o n s c i o u s  d e c i s i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  s t r i p  w e re  a l s o  
an i m p o r t a n t  f a c t o r  in  t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  t h e  Bumstead f a m i l y  
and t h e  com ic  s t r i p .  M a k in g  Dagwood a m i d d l e  c l a s s  l a b o r e r  
a l b e i t  i n  a w h i t e  c o l l a r ,  h e l p e d  make t h e  f a m i l y  more r e ­
f l e c t i v e  o f  t h e  norm. U s in g  t h e  e a t - s l e e p - m a k e  m o n e y - r a i s e  
a f a m i l y  schema, a lo n g  w i t h  c o n v e n t i o n s  l i k e  " f a m i l i a r i t y ,  
n u t t y  s u p p o r t i n g  p l a y e r s ,  e m b a r r a s s i n g  s i t u a t i o n s ,  m i s t a k e n  
i d e n t i t i e s ,  p l a n s  gone a w r y ,  n o n s e n s i c a l  c o n f l i c t s "  and  
a v o i d i n g  "New Y o r k  gags"  h e l p e d  Young c r e a t e  a s t r i p  a b o u t  
f a m i l y  and m a r r i a g e  t h a t  was u n d e r s t o o d  and e n j o y e d  in  
v i r t u a l l y  e v e r y  u r b a n i z e d  c u l t u r e  i n  t h e  w o r l d  (Young and  
M a r s c h a l l  2 9 ) .  By r e p o r t i n g  and r e f l e c t i n g  m i d d l e  c l a s s  
b e h a v i o r s ,  a t t i t u d e s ,  and e x p e c t a t i o n s  v i a  f u n n y  s i t u a t i o n s  
C h ic  Young w r o t e  h i s  own p i e c e  o f  s o c i a l  h i s t o r y .
I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  e x t e r n a l  f o r c e s  p l a y i n g  on t h e  Bumstead  
f a m i l y ,  t h e r e  w e re  i n t e r n a l  changes  n e c e s s i t a t e d  by t h e  
s h i f t  f r o m  a g i r l  com ic  s t r i p  t o  a f a m i l y  com ic  s t r i p .  
Dagwood e v o l v e d  f r o m  a r i c h  p l a y b o y  t o  a " b u m b l in g  husband
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s t e r e o t y p e " ;  B l o n d i e  w e n t  f r o m  an a i r  head b l o n d e  t o  "a  
model o f  w i f e l y  p a t i e n c e  and t o l e r a n c e ,  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  s t a b i ­
l i z i n g  e l e m e n t  o f  t h e  f a m i l y "  ( H a r v e y  3 8 ) .  Dagwood d i d n ’ t  
ha v e  t o  become b r a i n l e s s ,  b u t  t h e r e  was a fu n n y  pages  c o n ­
v e n t i o n  t h a t  " m a r r i a g e  i s  d e b i l i t a t i n g  and d e s t r u c t i v e  o f  
v i r i l i t y  and m a s c u l i n i t y "  t h a t  s i n c e  has "become a v e r i t a b l e  
c l i c h e  i n  t h e  c o m ic s  and i n  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  i n  g e n e r a l "  
( B e r g e r ,  C o m i c - S t r i p p e d  1 0 6 ) .  J i g g s  and h i s  f u n n y  pages  
c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  w e re  a l l  p o r t r a y e d  as w e a k e r  and l e s s  c a p a b l e  
t h a n  b a c h e l o r s  i n  t h e  f u n n i e s .  I n  t h e  f a m i l y  s e t t i n g ,  
Dagwood was f u n n i e r  when he bu m bled ,  and no one had t o  w o r r y  
a b o u t  h im b e c a u s e  B l o n d i e  was t h e r e  t o  t a k e  c a r e  o f  h im .
N o t  o n l y  t h a t ,  b u t  when he ( o r  J i g g s  o r  any o t h e r  h u sb an d)  
d i d  manage t o  w in  a round a t  home, t h e  e p s i o d e  was f u n n i e r  
f o r  t h e  c o n t r a s t  f r o m  t h e  u s u a l  b u m b l in g .
B l o n d i e ’ s t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  was d e c i d e d l y  more f l a t t e r i n g .  
She became t h e  p e r f e c t  homemaker "who r e p r e s e n t e d  t h e  modern  
A m e r ic a n  woman—e m a n c i p a t e d , c a p a b l e ,  and s u p e r i o r ,  i n  many 
r e s p e c t s ,  t o  h e r  b u m b l in g ,  f u m b l i n g  m a le  p a r t n e r  in  l i f e "  
( W h i t e  and A be l  9 - 1 0 ) .  W h i l e  h e r  e a r l y  l i f e  w o u l d n ’ t  be 
c o n s i d e r e d  e s p e c i a l l y  l i b e r a t e d  in  modern t e r m s ,  B l o n d i e  
e x e r c i s e d  v i r t u a l l y  c o m p le te  c o n t r o l  o f  h e r  d o m a in ,  t h e  
home. I n  t h i s  r e g a r d ,  B l o n d i e  r e p r e s e n t e d  a g r o w in g  t r e n d  
w i t h i n  t h e  f u n n y  p a g e s ,  a t r e n d  based upon i d e a l i z e d  m a l e /  
f e m a l e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  B l o n d i e  m a i n t a i n e d  c o n t r o l  i n  h e r  
home n o t  by s u p e r i o r  f o r c e ,  as i n  t h e  s l a p s t i c k ,  e a r l y  days
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o f  t h e  f u n n i e s ,  b u t  by v i r t u e  o f  h e r  r i g h t  t o  c o n t r o l  be ­
c a u s e  o f  h e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  Dagwood. T h e i r  modern m ar­
r i a g e  i n c o r p o r a t e d  t h e  p r o m is e s  o f  l o v e  and d e v o t i o n  w i t h  
t h e  i m p l i e d  c o n t r a c t  o f  s e p a r a t i o n  o f  powers  be tw e e n  t h e  
b u s i n e s s  and d o m e s t ic  r e a l m s .
When B 1 o n d ie  f i r s t  began t o  s h a r e  t h e  f u n n y  pages w i t h  
B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r , t h e r e  was a d e c id e d  g e n e r a t i o n  gap  
b e tw e e n  t h e  f a m i l i e s .  A l t h o u g h  t h e r e  was a good d e a l  o f  
s l a p s t i c k  humor i n  B 1 o n d i e . i t  was n o t  o f  t h e  d o m e s t ic  
v i o l e n c e  s o r t  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r ! z e d  t h e  J i g g s  h o u s e h o ld .  
S l a p s t i c k  was m oving away f ro m  i n t e r p e r s o n a l  v i o l e n c e  t o  
a l m o s t  a c c i d e n t a l  v i o l e n c e  f r o m  o u t s i d e  s o u r c e s .  V i o l e n c e  
t h a t  o r i g i n a t e d  i n  t h e  home was u s u a l l y  d i r e c t e d  a g a i n s t  
o u t s i d e r s  who in v a d e d  t h e  home t e r r i t o r y ,  w i t h  p e r s i s t e n t  
p e d d l e r s  t h e  most common v i c t i m s .
A n o t h e r  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  t h a t  a f f e c t i o n  be tw e e n  husband  
and w i f e  was more r e a d i l y  d i s p l a y e d  in  t h e  Bumstead f a m i l y .  
I t  was r a r e ,  i n d e e d ,  t o  f i n d  M a gg ie  and J i g g s  e x c h a n g in g  a 
k i s s  o r  a hug,  b u t  n o t  f o r  B l o n d i e  and Dagwood. Even a f t e r  
t h e y  l e f t  t h e  newlywed s t a g e ,  t h e i r  b e h a v i o r  c o n t i n u e d  t o  
r e i n f o r c e  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  d o m e s t ic  b l i s s  i s  fo u n d e d  on s t r o n g  
r o m a n t i c  l o v e .
The humor i n  B l o n d i e  fo c u s e d  more on im m e d ia te  f a m i l y  
s i t u a t i o n s  t h a n  on h a p p e n in g s  o u t s i d e  t h e  home. O f t e n ,  
t h e s e  s i t u a t i o n s  w e re  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  e v e r y d a y  l i f e  o f  a 
m i d d l e  c l a s s  w o r k i n g  s t i f f  who had t o  w o r r y  a b o u t  money and
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t h e  b o s s .  Dagwood was a p t  t o  be a c c o s t e d  by h i s  boss a t
home when p r o j e c t  d e a d l i n e s  loomed t o o  c l o s e ;  t h e s e  s i t u a ­
t i o n s  w e re  t h e n  t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  d o m e s t ic  humor,  u s u a l l y  w i t h  
B l o n d i e  t o s s i n g  o u t  t h e  punch l i n e .  The g r o w in g  e m p h a s is  on 
s e p a r a t e  g o a l s  w i t h i n  t h e  d o m e s t ic  s p h e r e  a l s o  p r o v i d e d  gag 
m a t e r i a l .  I f  Dagwood w a n te d  t o  n a p ,  B l o n d i e  had c h o r e s  f o r  
him t o  do; i f  he w a n te d  t o  t a k e  a b a t h ,  someone was s u r e  t o
i n v a d e  t h e  b a th r o o m ;  i f  he a t e  some c a k e ,  t h e  c a k e  was m eant
f o r  a bake  s a l e .  The l i s t  goes on .
worn
The m ost  i n n o v a t i v e  t h i n g  t o  happen i n  t h e  com ic  s t r i p  
was Y o u n g ’ s i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  b a b i e s .  F i r s t  t h e r e  was Baby 
D u m p l in g ,  a k a  A l e x a n d e r ,  in  1 9 3 4 ,  th e n  C o o k ie  i n  1 9 4 1 .
O t h e r  f a m i l y  s t r i p s  had c h i l d r e n  in  the m ,  and t h e r e  w e re  
s e v e r a l  s t r i p s  a b o u t  c h i l d r e n ;  b u t  B l o n d i e  was t h e  f i r s t  
c o m ic  s t r i p  m o th e r  t o  b e a r  c h i l d r e n  and t h e n  r a i s e  th e m .  
A l e x a n d e r  and C o o k ie  grew up,  a t  l e a s t  i n t o  l a t e  a d o l e s -
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c e n c e ,  r i g h t  on t h e  funny  p a g e s .  C h i l d r e n  have a lw a y s  been  
a s t a p l e  o f  c om ic  humor, f ro m  Tom Sawyer  t o  Spanky and Our  
Gang t o  G ro w in g  P a in s  and beyond. For  B l o n d i e  and Dagwood,  
t h e y  added y e t  a n o t h e r  way f o r  fu n n y  t h i n g s  t o  happen a t  
home.
^  HONEST' £,
^  ( i P o n t  aoPOJTGOINTV4E  9 A B /S  ROOM--I 
UAP A HARO  
TIME GETTING  
HER TD 
SHEEP'
1 h a v e n t  s e e n  h e r
ALLCMY I JUST WANT
t o  t a k e  a  p e e p
IL L  BE QUIET AS 
A MOUSE
A Tl-UNU
O v e r a l l ,  B l o n d i e  d e p i c t e d  t h e  g r e a t e r  i n s u l a r i t y  o f  t h e  
A m e r ic a n  f a m i l y  t h a t  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  had d e s c r i b e d  as one 
r e a c t i o n  t o  t h e  I n d u s t r i a l  R e v o l u t i o n .  The Bumsteads had 
l e s s  s o c i a l  in v o lv e m e n t  o u t s i d e  o f  t h e  home t h a n  e a r l i e r  
s t r i p s  showed. F a m i ly  and home a t t a i n e d  p r im a c y  as t h e  
c e n t e r  o f  l i v i n g  e x p e r i e n c e ,  f i r m l y  r e p l a c i n g  t h e  w o r ld  
o u t s i d e  as t h e  m a jo r  p o i n t  o f  r e f e r e n c e  f o r  b e h a v i o r .
B1ondi e d e p i c t e d  t h e  home as haven ,  t h e  p l a c e  where  e v e r y ­
o n e ,  e x c e p t  Dagwood, c ou ld  come t o  be s a f e  f ro m  a l l  t h e  
n a s t y  t h i n g s  " o u t  t h e r e . "
Of  c o u r s e ,  Dagwood was doomed f rom  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  t o  l i v e  in  
b o th  w o r l d s ,  and seldom be c o m p l e t e l y  a t  ease  in  e t h e r  o f  
them, b e c a u s e  he was the  b r e a d w in n e r  f o r  th e  f a m i l y .  T h i s  
was n o t  o n l y  a comic c o n v e n t io n ,  b u t  t h e  f u n n i e s ’ v e r s i o n  o f
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w h a t  i t  was l i k e  t o  s p l i t  o n e ’ s p e r s o n a l i t y  b e tw een  home and  
w o r k .  Once m ore ,  a r e a l  l i f e  p r o b le m ,  p r e s e n t e d  as humor,  
o f f e r e d  r e a d e r s  some r e s p i t e  f r o m  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  p r o b le m  
i n  t h e i r  own l i v e s .  L e t  Dagwood manage t h e  r i g o r s  o f  d e a l ­
in g  w i t h  two d i f f e r e n t  w o r l d s  f i v e  o r  s i x  o r  ev en  s e ve n  days  
a week;  r e a d e r s  c o u l d  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  and be s a f e l y  d i s t a n t  
f r o m  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a t  t h e  same t i m e ,  a n e a r l y  p e r f e c t  
c a t h a r t i c  s o l u t i o n .
The B u m s te a d ’ s p o r t r a y a l  o f  t h e  new A m e r ic a n  f a m i l y  was 
v i r t u a l l y  p i c t u r e  p e r f e c t .  N o t  o n l y  d i d  t h e y  behave  t h e  way 
t y p i c a l  m i d d l e  c l a s s  f a m i l i e s  w ere  e x p e c t e d  t o  b e h a v e ,  
e v e r y t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e i r  s i t u a t i o n  lo o k e d  r i g h t .  T h e i r  home 
was n o t  o p u l e n t ,  b u t  i t  was, j u s t ,  l a r g e  enough f o r  t h e  
f a m i l y  and D a i s y  w i t h  h e r  pups.  F u r n i t u r e  was s p a r s e ,  b u t  
t h e r e  was one o f  e v e r y t h i n g  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  r e a s o n a b l e  com­
f o r t .  The back y a r d  was f e n c e d ,  b u t  t h e  f e n c e  was more a 
p r o p e r t y  m a r k e r  th a n  a means o f  a v o i d i n g  t h e  n e i g h b o r s .  I t  
was s h o r t  enough f o r  e a s y  c o n v e r s a t i o n  f r o m  one y a r d  t o  t h e  
n e x t ,  o r  f o r  t h e  o c c a s i o n a l  a c c i d e n t a l  s q u i r t i n g  w i t h  t h e  
g a r d e n  h o s e .
W i t h o u t  b e n e f i t  o f  d o m e s t ic  h e l p ,  B l o n d i e  k e p t  an 
im m a c u la t e  h o u s e ,  cooked a l l  t h e  f a m i l y  m e a ls ,  lo o k e d  a f t e r  
Dagwood and t h e  c h i l d r e n ,  and a lw a y s  a p p e a r e d  bandbox f r e s h .  
T h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  v i s u a l  r e n d e r i n g  was o b v i o u s l y  n o t  c o m p l e t e ­
l y  t r u e  t o  l i f e .  I t  d i d ,  ho w e ve r ,  r e p r e s e n t  an i d e a l  to w a r d  
w h ic h  homemakers w e re  a lw a y s  s t r i v i n g ,  w i t h  v a r y i n g  d e g r e e s
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o f  s u c c e s s :  t h e  c l e a n  and c o zy  n e s t .  I t  was a l s o  an i d e a l ­
i z e d  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  A m e r ic a n  Dream, m o d i f i e d  f r o m  u n l i m i t e d  
h o m e s t e a d in g  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  on t h e  f r o n t i e r  t o  t h e  u rb a n  
i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  r e a l  e s t a t e  and t h e  means o f  p r o d u c t i o n .  The  
B um steads owned t h e i r  own home, m o r tg a g e  and a l l ;  Dagwood 
e a r n e d  enough money t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  house and h i s  f a m i l y ;  
w i t h i n  t h e  home, t h e  f a m i l y  was f a i r l y  s a f e  f r o m  n e g a t i v e  
e x t e r n a l  i n f l u e n c e s  and o c c u r r e n c e s .  W h i l e  Dagwood w ould  
n e v e r  be P r e s i d e n t ,  he s t i l l  had a l l  t h a t  a man was supposed  
t o  w a n t  and n e e d .
U n l i k e  McManus, Young d i d n ’ t  use a d i f f e r e n c e  i n  p h y s i ­
c a l  s i z e  as a com ic  e l e m e n t  i n  t h e  s t r i p .  I n s t e a d ,  he made 
B l o n d i e  n e a t ,  a l w a y s ,  and Dagwood s l i g h t l y  d i s h e v e l e d ,  
a l w a y s .  T h i s  was a p a r t  o f  t h e  r o l e  d e f i n i t i o n s  i n  t h e  
s t r i p :  B l o n d i e  c o n t r o l l e d  t h e  house and f a m i l y .  The n e a t ­
ness  t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  i n t e l l i g e n c e  as w e l l  as c o n t r o l ,  and  
B l o n d i e  had b o t h .  Dagwood, by e x t e n s i o n ,  had l i t t l e  o r  none  
o f  e i t h e r .  One c o m m e n ta to r  s a i d  t h a t  "Dagwood Bumstead  
r e p r e s e n t s  an i m p o r t a n t  a r c h e t y p e  in  t h e  A m e r ic a n  p s y c h e —t h e  
i r r e l e v a n t  m a l e . "  He f u n c t i o n s  as "an o b j e c t  o f  r i d i c u l e  
and a symbol o f  in a d e q u a c y  and s t u p i d i t y "  ( B e r g e r ,  C o m ic -  
S t r i p p e d  1 0 3 ) .  T h i s  i s  an o v e r s t a t e m e n t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when 
one c o n s i d e r s  o t h e r  e l e m e n t s  t h a t  a r e  p a r t  o f  t h e  grammar o f  
t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  com ic  s t r i p .  The f a m i l y  depended on Dagwood 
as  much as t h e y  imposed upon h im; i n d e e d ,  had Dagwood n o t  
f u l f i l l e d  h i s  r o l e  as wage e a r n e r ,  t h e r e  would  have  been no
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f a m i l y  t o  w r i t e  a b o u t .  And Dagwood d i d  d i s p l a y  w i t  and  
i n t e l l i g e n c e  when i t  was B l o n d i e ’ s t u r n  t o  p l a y  t h e  
" s t r a i g h t  m an ."
A l t h o u g h  Dagwood was u s u a l l y  t h e  b u t t  o f  t h e  d a y ’ s ga g ,  
he q u i t e  r e g u l a r l y  managed t h e  u p p e r  hand .  When B l o n d i e  
w a n te d  t o  p r o v e  t o  h e r  f r i e n d  T o o t s i e  t h a t  Dagwood w o u l d n ’ t  
r e c o g n i z e  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  be tw e e n  a lam pshade  and a h a t ,  he 
d i d n ’ t .  (K n o w in g  f u l l  w e l l  t h a t  i t  was a la m p s h a d e ,  Dagwood 
c o m p l im e n te d  B l o n d i e  on h e r  n i c e  h a t  and s a v e d  h i m s e l f  t h e  
e x p e n s e  o f  b u y in g  h e r  a new o n e . )  S o m e t im e s ,  Dagwood was 
s i m p l y  i n g e n i o u s ,  a t r a i t  t h a t  showed most o f t e n  when f o o d  
was i n v o l v e d .  F i n d i n g  t h e  c a k e  was s i m p l e ,  once he had 
r e a s o n e d  o u t  w h e re  t h e  key  t o  t h e  c u p b o a rd  was h i d d e n .
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One t h i n g  t h a t  Young d i d  in  B 1 o n d ie  was t o  e m p h a s iz e  
t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e tw e e n  men’ s and women’ s w o r k .  The t y p i c a l  
9 0 ’ s r e a c t i o n  w o u ld  p r o b a b l y  be t o  see  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  as
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p a r t  o f  t h e  m a le  d o m inance  mode t h a t  h e l p e d  t o  keep women i n  
t h e  k i t c h e n  and men in  commerce. The i n s t a n c e s  t h e m s e l v e s ,  
th o u g h ,  h a r d l y  p ro m o te d  m a le s  as s u p e r i o r  c r e a t u r e s .  When­
e v e r  Dagwood t r i e d  h i s  hand a t  women’ s work a ro u n d  t h e  
h o u s e ,  w h e t h e r  h a n g in g  a d o i l y  on a c l o t h e s l i n e  o r  c o o k in g  
h a s s e n p f e f f e r , he f a i l e d  m i s e r a b l y ,  " p r o v i n g "  t h a t  men a r e  
j u s t  n o t  up t o  t h e  i n t r i c a c i e s  o f  home management.
T h i s  new a p p r o a c h  t o  f a m i l y  l i f e  in  t h e  f u n n i e s  was 
q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h e  g o in g s  on i n  t h e  J i g g s  h o u s e h o ld .  
Humor was more l i k e l y  t o  be fo u n d  i n  s i t u a t i o n s  o u t s i d e  t h e  
home t h a n  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n f i n e s  o f  d o m e s t ic  comedy; when t h e  
a c t i o n  was p l a c e d  a t  home, i t  r e g u l a r l y  r e v o l v e d  a ro u n d  
s o c i a l  o b l i g a t i o n s  o u t s i d e  t h e  home o r  a ro u n d  o u t s i d e r s  who 
came i n t o  t h e  home. Home was n o t  a haven f o r  t h e  f a m i l y .  
J i g g s  saw i t  as a p a r t  o f  M a g g i e ’ s p l a n  t o  r e a c h  t h e  u p p e r  
e c h e l o n s  o f  s o c i e t y ,  and so t r i e d  c o n t i n u a l l y  t o  e s c a p e .  
M a g g ie  and N o ra  used i t  as a s e t t i n g ,  a p l a c e  t o  e n t e r t a i n  
o u t s i d e r s  and t o  d i s p l a y  th e m s e l v e s  and t h e i r  t h i n g s .
One f a c t o r  t h a t  h e l p s  make t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  B r i n g i  ng 
Up F a t h e r  u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  i s  t h e  f a m i l y ’ s I r i s h  b a c k g r o u n d .  
Some o f  t h e  d o m e s t i c  s t r i f e  J i g g s  e x p e r i e n c e d  was r e l a t e d  t o  
t h i s  I r i s h  b a c k g ro u n d  in  t h a t ,  w h i l e  he was supposed t o  
p r o v i d e  t h e  h o u s e ,  M a g g ie  was supposed t o  b r i n g  h e r  " t h i n g s "  
t o  f u r n i s h  i t .  P l a y e d  o u t  a g a i n s t  t h e  b a c k d r o p  o f  p o s t -  
i n d u s t r i a l  R e v o l u t i o n  A m e r ic a ,  t h i s  I r i s h  a t t i t u d e  r e i n ­
f o r c e d  t h e  d i v i s i o n  o f  l a b o r  m e n t a l i t y  w i t h o u t  m a i n t a i n i n g
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t h e  e q u a l i t y  o f  p e r s o n  t h a t  t h e  I r i s h  method s u p p o r t e d .  I n  
I r e l a n d ,  t h e  house w o u ld  a lw a y s  have  been J i g g s ’ , r e g a r d l e s s  
o f  how c a r e f u l  he had t o  be o f  M a g g i e ’ s f u r n i t u r e .  I n  
A m e r i c a ,  t h e  c u l t  o f  d o m e s t i c i t y  had d e f i n e d  t h e  house as  
t h e  woman’ s ,  and t h e r e f o r e  M a g g i e ’ s ,  do m a in .  She k e p t  h e r  
I r i s h  " t h i n g s "  and g o t  t h e  house as w e l l .
A s i d e  f r o m  c u l t u r a l  baggage t h a t  a cco m p an ied  M a gg ie  and  
J i g g s  f r o m  " t h e  a u l d  s o d , "  i t  i s  a l s o  t r u e  t h a t  t h i s  f a m i l y  
had i t s  g e n e s i s  a t  a t i m e  when f a m i l i e s  had n o t  q u i t e  
a s s i m i l a t e d  t h e  s o c i a l  r e o r d e r i n g  caused  by t h e  I n d u s t r i a l  
R e v o l u t i o n .  What t h e y  had t o  work  t h r o u g h  was t h e  same 
r e d e f i n i t i o n  o f  f a m i l y  t h a t  f a m i l i e s  t h r o u g h o u t  A m e r ic a  were  
c o p i n g  w i t h .  I n  a s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  was now r e l a t i v e l y  un­
s t r e s s e d  f r o m  t h e  o u t s i d e ,  t h e  i n t e r n a l  s t r e s s e s  w i t h i n  t h e  
f a m i l y  came t o  t h e  f o r e .  U nanswered  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  new 
f a m i l y  o r d e r ,  a t t i t u d e s  c a r r i e d  o v e r  f r o m  t h e  o l d  c o u n t r y ,  
and t h e  a c h i e v e m e n t - e q u a l s - m o n e y  norm d e f i n e d  t h e  J ig g s  
f a m i l y  on t h e  f u n n y  p a g e s .  T h e i r  second g e n e r a t i o n  c o u n t e r ­
p a r t s  w e re  d e f i n e d  o t h e r w i s e .
B l o n d i e  and Dagwood e n t e r e d  t h e  p i c t u r e  a t  a t i m e  when 
f a m i l i e s  i n  g e n e r a l  had a c c e p t e d  o r  a d a p te d  t o  t h e  r e s t r u c ­
t u r i n g  b r o u g h t  on by t h e  I n d u s t r i a l  R e v o l u t i o n .  The b ig  
c i t y ,  b i g  i n d u s t r y ,  and work f o r  wages had become t h e  norm.  
Mom t o o k  c a r e  o f  home and c h i l d r e n ,  and Dad w e n t  o f f  t o  t h e  
o f f i c e  o r  f a c t o r y ;  God was i n  h i s  heaven  and a l l  was r i g h t  
w i t h  t h e  w o r l d .  The Bumsteads w e re  d e f i n e d  by r o m a n t i c
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l o v e ,  a s e t t l e d  and a s s i m i l a t e d  s o c i a l  o r d e r ,  a t h o r o u g h l y  
A m e r ic a n  e t h n i c i t y ,  and an n a t i o n a l  economy t h a t  had begun 
t o  c r u m b le  when t h e y  s t a r t e d  t h e i r  f a m i l y .  They  w e re  i d e a l ­
l y  s i t u a t e d  t o  r e p r e s e n t  w h a t  was now c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  norm in  
A m e r ic a n  f a m i l y  l i f e .
I t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  remember t h a t ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e  
Bumsteads and t h e  J i g g s e s  w e re  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  on t h e  fu n n y  
p a g e s ,  t h e y  w e re  f r o m  d i f f e r e n t  g e n e r a t i o n s  and d i f f e r e n t  
b a c k g r o u n d s .  N o t  o n l y  s h o u ld  com ic  s t r i p s  be c o n s i d e r e d  in  
h i s t o r i c a l  c o n t e x t ,  t h e y  s h o u ld  be c o n s i d e r e d  w i t h i n  t h e  
c o n t e x t  o f  ea ch  o f  t h e i r  u n iq u e  h i s t o r i e s  b e cause  " t h e  com ic  
s t r i p  i s  an i t e r a t i v e  a r t  f o r m ,  so t h a t  t h e  e v e n t s  o f  a 
g i v e n  day  in  a g i v e n  s t r i p  have  m ean ing in  t e rm s  o f  p a s t  
e v e n t s  i n  t h e  s t r i p .  Comic s t r i p s  c a r r y  t h e i r  h i s t o r y  w i t h  
th e m ,  we m i g h t  s ay"  ( B e r g e r ,  C o m i c - S t r i p p e d  1 4 ) .  W h i l e  
M a g g ie  and J i g g s  w ere  fu n n y  pages c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  o f  B l o n d i e  
and Dagwood, t h e y  r e p r e s e n t e d  a much e a r l i e r  s t a g e  in  f a m i l y  
a cco m m o d at io n  t o  i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n ;  t h e s e  two fu n n y  f a m i l i e s  
o f f e r  e a r l y  and l a t e  p e r s p e c t i v e s  on t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  t h e  same 
phenomenon. The l a t e  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  as r e p r e s e n t e d  by t h e  
B um steads ,  m i g h t  e v e n  be seen as welcome news t h a t  t h e  
f a m i l y  had n o t  succumbed t o  t h e  p r e s s u r e s  o f  s o c i a l  c h a n g e .
I n  t h e  f u n n i e s ,  f a m i l y  was n o t  p e r c e i v e d  as h a v in g  
d i s i n t e g r a t e d ,  d e s p i t e  e x p e r t  p r e d i c t i o n s  t o  t h e  c o n t r a r y ;  
i t  had a d a p t e d  t o  a s u b s t a n t i a l l y  changed s o c i a l  o r d e r .
T h e r e  was e v e r y  i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  had re a c h e d  a
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p e a c e f u l  s t a g e  on t h e  home f r o n t ,  and n o t  a moment t o o  soon .  
The D e p r e s s i o n  was a t i m e  t h a t  t r i e d  e v e r y o n e ’ s s o u l s ,  
c h i l d ,  woman, and man. A p r e d i c t a b l e ,  even i f  r e s t r i c t i v e ,  
f a m i l y  was a b l e s s i n g  when t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  f a b r i c  was 
i n  t a t t e r s .  So B l o n d i e  and Dagwood f l o u r i s h e d  by b e in g  t h e  
Everyman and f a m i l y  t h a t  s u r v i v e d ,  even  i f  t h e y  d i d n ’ t  run  
t h e  w o r l d .
By 1 9 4 5 ,  t w e l v e  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e i r  t r i p  down t h e  a i s l e ,  
B l o n d i e  and Dagwood w e re  s t i l l  h a p p i l y  m a r r i e d  and l i v i n g  in  
t h e  s u b u rb s  w i t h  t h e i r  two c h i l d r e n  and s i x  dogs.  The 
D e p r e s s i o n  was a bad memory, W o r ld  War I I  had been won, men 
w e re  r e c l a i m i n g  t h e  j o b s  women had managed w h i l e  t h e  men 
w e re  away.  The Bumsteads and t h e  J i g g s e s  managed t h e  war  
y e a r s  e n t i r e l y  a t  home. M a g g ie  s e r v e d  f o r  a w h i l e  as an A i r  
R a id  W arden;  B l o n d i e  k e p t  a f r u g a l  w a r t i m e  h o u s e h o ld .
Dagwood and J i g g s  s i m p l y  c a r r i e d  on as u s u a l .  The war was 
n o t  u n i m p o r t a n t  so much as i t  was k e p t  a t  b a y .  T h e r e  was 
p l e n t y  o f  d i s t r e s s i n g  r e a l  news t o  r e a d  e v e r y  day w i t h o u t  
l e t t i n g  s o m e th in g  as b i g  and un m a n a g e a b le  as a w o r l d  war  
t a i n t  t h e  fu n n y  s i d e  o f  t h e  f u n n y  p a g e s .  Many s t r i p s  d i d  
d e a l  d i r e c t l y  w i t h  t h e  w a r ,  u s u a l l y  t h e  s e r i o u s  ones r a t h e r  
t h a n  t h e  humor s t r i p s .  But  once t h e  war was o v e r  and t h e  
men came home, t h e  s t a g e  was s e t  f o r  l i f e  t o  r e t u r n  t o  nor 
m a l . And i n  c a s e  anyone  had f o r g o t t e n  w h a t  normal l i f e  was 
l i k e ,  t h e  f u n n y  pages  f a m i l i e s  w e re  t h e r e  as a r e m i n d e r .
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The p o s t - w a r  baby boom was one o f  t h e  s i g n a l s  t h a t  l i f e  
o u t s i d e  t h e  f u n n i e s  was g e t t i n g  back  t o  n o r m a l .  What c o u ld  
be more norm al  t h a n  g e t t i n g  m a r r i e d  and s t a r t i n g  a f a m i l y ?
I n  t h e  f u n n i e s ,  B l o n d i e  and Dagwood had t h e  edge on t h e  
f a m i l i e s  o f  r e t u r n i n g  G I ’ s :  C o o k ie  and A l e x a n d e r  were  p a s t  
d i a p e r s  and i n t o  t h e  c u t e  k i d  s t a g e .  They o c c a s i o n a l l y  were  
t h e  s p e c i f i c  f o c u s  f o r  humor i n  t h e  s t r i p ,  b u t  more o f t e n  
t h e y  augm ented  t h e  humor c e n t e r e d  on t h e  a c t i o n  between  
B l o n d i e  and Dagwood. S t i l l ,  t h e y  w e re  r e l a t i v e l y  normal  
c h i l d r e n  in  a r e l a t i v e l y  norm al  h o u s e h o ld ,  and t h e i r  c o n t i n ­
u i n g  p r e s e n c e  p o i n t e d  up a c o n t i n u i n g  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  
c h i l d r e n  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  t h i s  c e n t u r y  o f  t h e  c h i l d .  Mean­
w h i l e ,  M a g g ie  and J i g g s  c o n t i n u e d  t h e i r  d a i l y  b a t t l e  o f  w i t s  
and a i r b o r n e  h o u s e h o ld  a r t i c l e s ,  w i t h  most rounds  g o in g  t o  
M a g g ie .  Th es e  tw o  f a m i l i e s  c o n t i n u e d  t o  p r o v i d e  t h e  a r c h e ­
t y p i c a l  f u n n y  pages  fo r m s  o f  f a m i l y  and m a r r i e d  l i f e  f o r  t h e  
f i r s t  p o s t - w a r  d e c a d e .
F u n n ie s  w e re  s t i l l  seen as  s i m p l e  e n t e r t a i n m e n t , w i t h  a 
few  e x c e p t i o n s  l i k e  P o g o . K r a z y  K a t . and p o l i t i c a l  c a r t o o n ­
i s t s  w i t h  i s s u e s  t o  a s s a i l .
I n s t e a d  o f  a m essage,  t h e  com ic  s t r i p  c o n t a i n s  t h e  
m i r r o r e d  image o f  i t s  r e a d e r s .  Thus i t  i s  t h a t  
t h e  com ic s  come t o  be t h e  f o l k  p l a y  o f  t h e  A m e r i ­
can m asses,  p ro d u c e d  on an i n f i n i t e s i m a l  s t a g e  
b u i l t  by t h e  t e c h n i c a l  a p p a r a t u s  o f  t h e  t im e  f o r
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t h e  needs o f  a mass p u b l i c  t h a t  b r e a t h e s  i t s  own 
l i f e  i n t o  t h e  e n d - p r o d u c t .  ( P o l i t z e r  4 3 )
I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  most a r t i s t s  w e r e n ’ t  t r y i n g  t o  prom ote  
any p a r t i c u l a r  i d e o l o g y ,  b u t  t h e  m i r r o r  t h e y  h e l d  up e x p l i ­
c a t e d  t h e  i d e o l o g y  o f  t h e  t i m e .  Though t h e  r e f l e c t i o n  may 
ha v e  been s kew ed ,  i t  w a s n ’ t  e n t i r e l y  w i t h o u t  f o u n d a t i o n ;  
w h at  i t  l a c k e d  i n  b e h a v i o r a l  r e a l i t y ,  i t  made up f o r  in  
f a i r l y  a c u r r a t e l y  r e c o r d e d  p e r c e p t i o n s .  When M agg ie  and  
J i g g s  r e t i r e d  f r o m  t h e  f u n n y  pages  two y e a r s  a f t e r  McManus’ 
d e a t h  in  1 9 5 4 ,  t h e y  w e re  n o t  r e p l a c e d  w i t h  a n o t h e r  w a r r i n g  
f a m i l y  b u t  w i t h  a new g e n e r a t i o n  o f  f a m i l y  com ic  s t r i p s  t h a t  
e x t e n d e d  t h e  p o s t - i n d u s t r i a l  m e ta p h o r  t h a t  B l o n d i e  r e p r e ­
s e n t e d  so w e l l ,  t h e  c o h e s i v e  f a m i l y  u n i t .
The f a m i l y  com ic  s t r i p s  t h a t  a p p e a r e d  in  t h e  e a r l y  t o  
m i d - 1 9 5 0 ’ s d e p i c t e d  p e o p le  who w e re  much more a c c l i m a t e d  t o  
u r b a n  s o c i e t y  t h a n  t h e i r  e a r l i e r  c o u n t e r p a r t s . The t i m e  
c l o c k  was a p a r t  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  o r d e r  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e ,  
husbands and w i v e s  e x p e c t e d  t o  spend more t i m e  away f ro m  
ea ch  o t h e r  t h a n  t o g e t h e r ,  c h i l d r e n  and p a r e n t s  had s e p a r a t e  
and so m e t im es  c o n f l i c t n g  g o a l s .  Y e t  none o f  t h i s  was seen  
as p r o b l e m a t i c  b e c a u s e  most o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  had grown up 
i n  p o s t - i n d u s t r i a l  A m e r ic a .  The s o c i a l  m i l i e u  r e v o l v e d  
a r o u n d  an e s t a b l i s h e d  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  economy. More r a p i d  
t e c h n o l o g i c a l  c h a n g e ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  t e l e v i s i o n ,  
was b e g i n n i n g  t o  a f f e c t  s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  l i k e  t h e  f a m i l y ,
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b u t  o n l y  j u s t .  Changes w e re  s t i l l  p e r c e i v e d  as b e in g  w i t h i n  
m a n a g e a b le  bounds:
The f a m i l y  a t  p r e s e n t  i s  an a d a p t i v e  i n s t i t u t i o n ;  
t h a t  i s ,  i t  does n o t  o r i g i n a t e  changes  b u t  con ­
s t a n t l y  s e e k s  t o  a d j u s t  t o  changes  s e t  i n  m o t io n  
by t h e  more p o w e r f u l  e conom ic  f o r c e s .  . . .  To 
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  f a m i l y ,  i t  i s  t h e r e f o r e  n e c e s s a r y  
t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  i n  w h ic h  i t  f u n c t i o n s .  
(C avan  3 1 )
Cavan saw r o l e  d e f i n i t i o n s  as one o f  t h e  p r i m a r y  p r o b le m s  
f a c i n g  f a m i l i e s  i n  t h e  e a r l y  5 0 ’ s .  The o l d  r o l e s  r e m a in e d  
i n t a c t  b e c a u s e  new r o l e s  had n o t  y e t  d e v e lo p e d  i n  r e s p o n s e  
t o  c ha nge s  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  o r d e r  ( 2 0 ) .
The most d i f f i c u l t  a s p e c t  o f  d e a l i n g  w i t h  change  has
a lw a y s  been d e c i d i n g  w h a t  i s  e s s e n t i a l  and w h at  i s  o v e r l a y ,  
and new r o l e  d e f i n i t i o n s  w i l l  a l m o s t  a lw a y s  be seen as  
o v e r l a y ,  a t  l e a s t  a t  f i r s t .  R i s i n g  d i v o r c e  r a t e s ,  an ovei— 
l a y  on t h e  o l d  s o c i a l  o r d e r ,  had been v ie w e d  w i t h  g r e a t  
a l a r m  by s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s ,  c o u r t s ,  and c l e r g y ,  a l l  o f  whom 
w e re  c o m m i t te d  t o  m a i n t a i n i n g  t h e  s t a t u s  quo; b u t  p e r c e p ­
t i o n s  w e re  c h a n g i n g .
I n  1 9 4 6 ,  N o r i n e  F o l e y  w r o t e  an a r t i c l e  i n  t h e  S t .  L o u is
P o s t  D i s p a t c h  e x p r e s s i n g  g r a v e  c o n c e r n  o v e r  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g
number o f  d i v o r c e s  i n  t h e  U .S .  Some o f  t h e s e  w ere  seen as  
t h e  r e s u l t  " h a s t y  war  m a r r i a g e s " ;  some w ere  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  
t h e  "ec on om ic  in d e p e n d e n c e  o f  women"; and f a u l t  was i n v a r i ­
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a b l y  a s c r i b e d  t o  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s  i n v o l v e d  f o r  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  
t h e s e  m a r r i a g e s .  The s o l u t i o n  p r e s c r i b e d  in  t h e  a r t i c l e  was 
a r e q u i r e d  c o u r s e  f o r  a l l  p e r s o n s  a p p l y i n g  f o r  m a r r i a g e  
l i c e n s e s ,  a p p a r e n t l y  on t h e  a n a l o g y  o f  l i c e n s i n g  d r i v e r s .
The p r e s u m p t i o n  was made t h a t  an e d u c a t e d  spouse w o uld  be a 
f a i t h f u l  and p e r m a n e n t  s p o u s e ,  s i n c e  t h a t  p e r s o n  w ould  e n t e r  
t h e  m a r r i a g e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  know ing  w h a t  was e x p e c t e d  ( 1 ) .
Seven y e a r s  l a t e r ,  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  o f f e r e d  a n o t h e r  
p e r s p e c t i v e  on h i g h  d i v o r c e  r a t e s :
The s i g n i f i c a n t  f a c t o r  i s  n o t  i n c r e a s i n g  d i v o r c e  
b u t  t h e  change  f r o m  a c o n c e p t  o f  f a m i l y  as a p e r ­
m anent  s o c i a l l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  u n i t  t o  one as an 
a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  husband and w i f e  f o r  such a p e r i o d  
o f  t i m e  as b o th  b e l i e v e  t h e  m a r r i a g e  c o n t r i b u t e s  
more t o  t h e i r  p e r s o n a l  h a p p in e s s  t h a n  w o uld  some 
o t h e r  a r r a n g e m e n t .  (C avan  1 1 - 1 2 )
Cavan w a s n ’ t  opposed t o  p e rm an en ce;  she had s i m p l y  i d e n t i ­
f i e d  t h a t  t h e  demands o f  i n d i v i d u a l i s m  and p e r s o n a l  h a p p i ­
ness  had t a k e n  p r e c e d e n c e  o v e r  o l d e r  s o c i a l  p r e s c r i p t i o n s  
a b o u t  m a r r i a g e .  H e r  c o n c e r n  was t h a t  p e o p le  r e c o g n i z e  t h i s  
change  and i n t e g r a t e  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i n t o  t h e  m a r r i a g e  e q u a ­
t i o n .  T h a t  way more m a r r i a g e s  w ould  r e m a in  i n t a c t .
The a v e r a g e  modern f a m i l y  o f  1953 was e n v i s i o n e d  as a 
n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  g r o u p i n g  t h a t  p e r m i t t e d  f u l l  i n d i v i d u a l  
e x p r e s s i o n  t o  each  o f  i t s  members. The f a m i l y  was " d e v e l o p ­
in g  d i s t i n c t i v e  f u n c t i o n s —t h e  m u tu a l  m e e t in g  o f  p e r s o n a l i t y
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needs  o f  t h e  husband and w i f e ,  and t h e  p e r s o n a l i t y  d e v e l o p ­
ment  o f  t h e  c h i l d r e n "  a l o n g  w i t h  p r o v i d i n g  " l o v i n g  r e s p o n s e ,  
and t h e  b e a r i n g  and r e a r i n g  o f  c h i l d r e n , "  f u n c t i o n s  c o n s i d ­
e r e d  "more f u n d a m e n t a l  t o  t h e  p e r s o n  and s o c i e t y  t h a n  t h e  
p u r p o s e s  s e r v e d  by o t h e r  a s s o c i a t i o n s "  (C avan  1 1 1 - 1 1 3 ) .
Based on t h e ,  by now, t r a d i t i o n a l  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  u rb a n  
n u c l e a r  f a m i l y ,  t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  d i d n ’ t  demand t h e  u s u a l  
d i v i s i o n  o f  l a b o r  b u t  was e f f e c t i v e l y  i m p o s s i b l e  w i t h o u t  i t .  
The t i m e  c l o c k  a p p r o a c h  t o  l a b o r  t h a t  i n d u s t r y  r e q u i r e d  made 
no p r o v i s i o n  f o r  t h e  v a g a r i e s  o f  f a m i l y  l i f e .  T h e r e f o r e ,  
one spouse  had t o  be f r e e  t o  m eet  i n d u s t r y  demands w h i l e  t h e  
o t h e r  m a i n t a i n e d  t h e  n e s t .  T h e r e  was no r e a l  q u e s t i o n  as t o  
w h ic h  spouse  was e x p e c t e d  t o  f u l f i l l  w h ic h  r o l e .
Hi  and L o i s  d e b u te d  in  1 9 5 4 ,  and t h e i r  coming was 
h e r a l d e d  i n  a d v e r t i s e m e n t s  f o r  s e v e r a l  weeks b e f o r e  t h e y  
a c t u a l l y  t o o k  up r e s i d e n c e  on t h e  fu n n y  p a g e s .  Among t h e  
f a m i l y ’ s a t t r i b u t e s  w e re  L o i s ,  " t h e  c u t e s t  l i t t l e  homemaker  
s i n c e  B l o n d i e , "  f o u r  c h i l d r e n ,  a dog named Dawg, and H i ,  t h e  
man o f  t h e  f a m i l y  ( W a l k e r  n . p . ) .  They were  i d e a l  p o s t - w a r  
baby boom r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s .
H i r a m  F l a g s t o n  was a m id d le  manager f o r  a n o n - d e s c r i p t  
m a n u f a c t u r i n g  c o n c e r n .  He e a r n e d  t h e  f a m i l y ’ s s i n g l e  i n ­
come, p r o v i d i n g  r e a s o n a b l y  f o r  e v e r y o n e ,  and t o o k  c a r e  o f  
t h e  y a r d  a f t e r  t h e  f a m i l y  moved t o  t h e  s u b u r b s .  L o is  was 
t h e  p e r f e c t  h o u s e w i f e ,  a lw a y s  i n  an a t t r a c t i v e  d r e s s  and 
w e a r i n g  an a p r o n  w h i l e  she cooked and c l e a n e d .  She m o th e re d
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e v e r y o n e  and e v e r y t h i n g ,  f r o m  Hi t o  baby s h r u b b e r i e s ,  a t ­
t e n d e d  a l l  t h e  r i g h t  m e e t i n g s ,  and was a lw a y s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  
t h e  f a m i l y .  C h ip  was t h e  o l d e s t  c h i l d .  He was a b o u t  t e n  i n  
1 9 5 4 .  H i s  t w i n  s i s t e r  and b r o t h e r ,  D ot  and D i t t o ,  were  
a r o u n d  age f i v e  o r  s i x .  T r i x i e  was t h e  c u t e  l i t t l e  b a b y .
Hi and L o i s  i n c o r p o r a t e d  s e v e r a l  new e l e m e n t s  i n t o  t h e  
grammar o f  t h e  fu n n y  pages f a m i l y .  A t  f i r s t ,  Hi  was a 
s t r o n g ,  m an ly  s o r t  o f  man, t h e  k i n d  who w ould  have  come home 
f r o m  W o r ld  War I I  o r  K o re a  r e a d y  t o  c o n t r o l  as w e l l  as l i v e  
i n  t h e  w o r l d  he had h e l p e d  t o  make s a f e  f o r  d e m o c ra c y .  He 
s o f t e n e d  somewhat o v e r  t i m e ,  b u t  he n e v e r  bumbled t h e  way 
t h a t  Dagwood d i d .  I n  l a t e r  y e a r s ,  M o r t  W a lk e r  d e s c r i b e d  him  
as "a  b i t  o f  a f a i l u r e "  ( n . p . ) ,  m e a n in g ,  t h a t  he was n o t  t h e  
s o r t  t o  make company p r e s i d e n t .  F a i l u r e  in  t h i s  c o n t e x t ,  
h o w e v e r ,  d i d  n o t  e x t e n d  t o  a f a i l e d  m a r r i a g e  o r  f a m i l y .
Hi was n o t  abused by h i s  f a m i l y ,  as Dagwood o f t e n  was.  
When t h e  humor was a t  H i ’ s e x p e n s e ,  i t  was more l i k e l y  t o  be 
t h e  r e s u l t  o f  a s i l l y  woman t h i n g  t h a t  L o is  d i d  o r  a con­
f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  g a rb a g e  c o l l e c t o r s  o r  a n e i g h b o r .  Hi  
s p e n t  l o t s  o f  t i m e  w i t h  h i s  f a m i l y ,  and he and L o is  o f t e n  
managed t i m e  f o r  j u s t  t h e  two o f  them .
L o i s  was a p i c t u r e  p e r f e c t  h o u s e w i f e ,  much i n  t h e  
v i s u a l  mold o f  B l o n d i e .  She d i d  n o t ,  h o w e v e r ,  t a k e  a d v a n ­
t a g e  o f  H i ,  n e v e r  h a v i n g  t r a i n e d  as a g o l d d i g g e r .  She 
w a s n ’ t  above  u s in g  a l i t t l e  t r i c k e r y  t o  g e t  Hi t o  h e l p  
a r o u n d  t h e  h o u s e ,  b u t  h e r  p l o y s  w e re  n o t  i n t r u s i v e  on H i ’ s
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r e l a x a t i o n  t h e  way B l o n d i e ’ s t e n d e d  t o  be to w a r d  Dagwood.
The house L o i s  k e p t  was a lw a y s  t i d y ,  m e a ls  w e re  a lw a y s  r e a d y  
on t i m e ,  and h e r  c h i l d r e n  w e re  r e a s o n a b l y  w e l l - b e h a v e d  and  
c 1e a n .
The c h i l d r e n  i n  Hi  and L o is  had p e r s o n a l i t i e s  a t  l e a s t  
as d i s t i n c t i v e  as t h e i r  p a r e n t s .  C h ip  s u f f e r e d  t h e  u s u a l  
o l d e s t - c h i l d  t r a u m a  o f  l i t t l e  k i d s  in  t h e  house ,  and he used  
h i s  room as h i s  p r i v a t e  haven w i t h i n  t h e  home. D ot  and  
D i t t o  p l a y e d  o u t  a m i n i a t u r e  b a t t l e  o f  t h e  s e x e s ,  w h ic h  was 
r a t h e r  odd s i n c e  Hi and L o i s  d i d n ’ t  behave t h a t  way.  The  
t w i n s  w e re  a l m o s t  a th r o w b a c k  t o  M a g g ie  and J i g g s ,  b u t  w i t h ­
o u t  t h e  i d e n t i f i e d  f l y i n g  o b j e c t s .  Baby T r i x i e  was i n n o ­
c e n c e  i t s e l f ,  e x c e p t  when she was m aking  shrewd o b s e r v a t i o n s  
a b o u t  human n a t u r e .  Of  c o u r s e ,  she c o u l d n ’ t  t a l k ,  so no one 
b u t  Dawg e v e r  knew w h a t  was g o in g  on i n  h e r  h e a d .  A c t i o n  i n  
t h e  s t r i p  o f t e n  r e v o l v e d  a ro u n d  t h i n g s  t h e  c h i l d r e n  d i d  and 
s a i d ,  p l a c i n g  t h e  s t r i p  f i r m l y  i n  t h e  new age o f  t h e  c h i l d -  
c e n t e r e d  f a m i l y .  "The c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  c h i l d  as a human 
p e r s o n a l i t y  t o  be d e v e l o p e d , "  a m i d d l e  c l a s s  norm, had  
e n t e r e d  t h e  v o c a b u l a r y  o f  t h e  f u n n i e s  (C avan  1 0 4 ) .
Where m o v ie s ,  som et im es  r a d i o ,  and even  more o c c a s i o n ­
a l l y  p l a y s  had e n t e r e d  i n t o  e a r l i e r  com ic  s t r i p  a c t i o n ,  t h e  
F l a g s t o n  f a m i l y  had t o  c o n te n d  w i t h  t e l e v i s i o n .  E x c e p t  f o r  
an i n f r e q u e n t  r o m a n t i c  m ovie  f o r  L o is  o r  s p o r t i n g  e v e n t  f o r  
H i ,  t e l e v i s i o n  b e lo n g e d  t o  t h e  c h i l d r e n .  The c o n t e n t  o f  
p ro g ra m s  and t h e  c h i l d r e n ’ s r e a c t i o n s  t o  t h e  program s caused
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m i l d  p a r e n t a l  c o n c e r n ,  b u t  no s e r i o u s  w o r r y .  Hi p r e f e r r e d  
t o  have D o t  and D i t t o  watch  v i o l e n c e  on t e l e v i s i o n  r a t h e r  
th a n  p e r p e t r a t e  i t  on each o t h e r ,  and r e a d i n g  was o b v i o u s l y  
b e t t e r  t h a n  t e l e v i s i o n  w a t c h i n g .  Baby T r i x i e  was d i s a p ­
p o i n t e d  t o  l e a r n  t h a t  when she grew up she would  s t i l l  be 
c a l l e d  " B a b y ."  (T h e  " tu b e "  d o e s n ’ t  seem t o  have changed  
much in  t h i r t y - e i g h t  y e a r s . )
T e l e v i s i o n  was n o t  th e n  as p e r v a s i v e  an i n f l u e n c e  as i t  
has become t o d a y ,  b u t  t h e  F l a g s t o n  c h i l d r e n  w a tc h e d  even  
more t e l e v i s i o n  t h a n  t e l e v i s i o n  f a m i l y  c h i l d r e n .  W i t h o u t  
a t t e m p t i n g  t o  a n a l y z e ,  W a lk e r  and Browne r e c o r d e d  s o c i a l  
h i s t o r y  by r e p o r t i n g  what  p e o p le  were  d o i n g .  They a l s o  
r e p o r t e d  c e r t a i n  a t t i t u d e s  t h a t  were  p r e v a l e n t  by commenting  
on program  c o n t e n t .
The F l a g s t o n s  a t t e n d e d  church  r e g u l a r l y ,  and t h e  c h i l ­
d re n  s a i d  t h e i r  p r a y e r s  a t  n i g h t .  T h e r e  was a lm o s t  a h a l o
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a r o u n d  many o f  t h e i r  f a m i l y  a c t i v i t i e s ,  and i t  was i n t e n ­
t i o n a l .  A c c o r d in g  t o  M o r t  W a l k e r ,  he and D ik  Browne:
t h o u g h t  we w o u ld  show t h e  p o s i t i v e  s i d e  o f  a f a m i ­
l y .  The k i d s  a r e  c u t e .  The p a r e n t s  l o v e  each  
o t h e r .  I t ’ s a n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  a g a i n s t  t h e  w o r l d  
r a t h e r  t h a n  a g a i n s t  each o t h e r .  T h e y ’ r e  a g a i n s t  
c r a b g r a s s  and t r a f f i c  and t a x e s .  We t o o k  t h e  
meanness o u t  o f  i t .  ( W a l k e r  n . p . )
One r e s u l t  o f  " n i c i n g  up" t h e  f a m i l y  i s  t h a t  t h e  home became  
j o i n t  p r o p e r t y  a g a i n .  Hi c o u l d  come home f ro m  a h a rd  day a t  
work  and f i n d  t h e  haven he n e e d e d ,  u n l e s s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  he
t r i e d  t o  r e l a x  in  t h e  back y a r d .  T h e r e  he was s u r e  t o  be
a c c o s t e d  by h i s  n e i g h b o r  T h i r s t y  o r  by t h e  c h i l d r e n  o r  Dawg.
Even L o i s  c o u l d n ’ t  p r o t e c t  him when he was o u t s i d e  t h e
h o u s e .
The a m a z in g  t h i n g  a b o u t  t h i s  p i c t u r e  p e r f e c t  f a m i l y  was 
t h a t  i t  so n i c e l y  r e n d e r e d  t h e  i d e a l i z e d  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  
f a m i l y  as i f  i t  w e re  a t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  r e a l i t y .  Most  
p r o b a b l y  t h e  re a s o n  was r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Hi and L o is  
w e re  s o l i d l y  m i d d l e  c l a s s .  "The m id d le  p o s i t i o n ,  w i t h  t h e  
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  upward m o b i l i t y  and t h e  t h r e a t  o f  downward,  
makes t h e  m i d d l e  c l a s s  v e r y  c o n s c io u s  o f  s o c i a l  v a l u e s  and 
a l s o  v e r y  c o n s e r v a t i v e "  (Cavan 9 8 ) .  Long c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  
backbone  o f  A m e r ic a n  s o c i e t y ,  t h e  m i d d l e  c l a s s ,  as r e f l e c t e d  
by t h e  F l a g s t o n s ,  was a good p l a c e  t o  be .  Hi and L o is  were  
f a m i l y  t h e  way i t  was m eant  t o  be .
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R i s i n g  d i v o r c e  r a t e s  n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g ,  t h i s  happy s u b u r ­
ban f a m i l y  f i t  a l m o s t  p e r f e c t l y  t h e  p e r c e p t i o n s  p e o p le  
c o n t i n u e d  t o  have  o f  A m e r ic a n  f a m i l y  l i f e .  A man’ s home was 
h i s  c a s t l e ,  h i s  w i f e  was h i s  h e lp m a t e ,  and h i s  c h i l d r e n  w e re  
c h i p s  o f f  t h e  o l d  b l o c k .  These  v a l u e s  were  r e i n f o r c e d  by 
t e l e v i s i o n  p r o g ra m s ,  r a d i o  shows, h a p p i 1y - e v e r - a f t e r  m o v ie s ,  
p o p u l a r  n o v e l s ,  even  p u b l i c  e d u c a t i o n .  D ic k  and Jane w ere  
p a r t  o f  a model norm al  f a m i l y  t h a t  was t w i n  t o  t h e  F l a g ­
s t o n s .  W h e th e r  p e o p l e  managed i t  o r  n o t ,  t h i s  was w h at  t h e y  
w a n te d  f a m i l y  t o  b e . I t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t h a t ,  i n  t h e  p e a c e t i m e  
w o r l d  o f  t h e  C o ld  War, t h e  s a f e  haven o f  t h e  f a m i l y  was t h e  
b e s t  t h a t  c o u l d  be hoped f o r ;  and i t  was o s t e n s i b l y  w i t h i n  
t h e  r e a c h  and c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  a v e r a g e  p e r s o n .  W h a te v e r  t h e  
r e a s o n ,  w h at  t h e  p u b l i c  w a nte d  was Hi and L o is  and t h e  
s u b u r b s .
On a c o n t in u u m  f ro m  t h e  i n d u s t r i a l  t o  t h e  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  
r e v o l u t i o n ,  Hi and L o is  a r e  f u r t h e r  removed f ro m  B l o n d i e  and  
Dagwood t h a n  t h e  Bumsteads a r e  f r o m  Maggie  and J i g g s .  By 
t h e  t i m e  Hi and L o is  came a l o n g ,  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  f ro m  a r u r a l  
t o  an i n d u s t r i a l  economy had been c o m p le t e d .  For  t h e  a v e r ­
age m i d d l e  c l a s s  p e r s o n ,  t h e r e  was no a m b iv a le n c e  l e f t  a b o u t  
w h ic h  way t o  run s o c i e t y .  A m e r ic a n  i n g e n u i t y  had c r e a t e d  an 
i n d u s t r i a l  m a r v e l ,  and t h e  m a r k e t  economy e f f e c t i v e l y  de­
f i n e d  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  fo r m  o f  f a m i l y  l i f e .  T h a t  t h e  fo rm  
was a t t a i n a b l e  by a f a i r l y  s m a l l  segment o f  s o c i e t y  and t h a t  
i t  o f t e n  d i s i n t e g r a t e d  made i t  no l e s s  d e s i r a b l e .  P e o p le
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behaved as i f  t h e y  e x p e c t e d  m a r r i a g e s  and f a m i l i e s  t o  be 
" p e rm a n e n t  s o c i a l l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  u n i t [ s ] . M T h a t  v a l u e  s t i l l  
d e f i n e d  t h e  f a m i l y  no rm  i n  A m e r ic a .
Hi and L o i s  had s t r o n g  r o m a n t ic  lo v e  as t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  
o f  t h e i r  m a r r i a g e  and f a m i l y ,  as had B l o n d i e  and Dagwood.  
Both c o u p le s  had c h i l d r e n ,  p e t s ,  a m ortgaged  back y a r d ,  and  
n e ig h b o r s  who b e f r i e n d e d  and sometimes i n t r u d e d  on them .
The m a jo r  d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  f a m i l i e s  was in  t h e i r  a t t i ­
t u d e s  a b o u t  c h i l d r e n .  The F l a g s t o n  f a m i l y  w a s n ’ t  c e n t e r e d  
on t h e  c h i l d r e n ,  b u t  t h e  c h i l d r e n  were  t h o r o u g h l y  i n t e g r a t e d  
i n t o  t h e  f a m i l y  u n i t  and i n t o  t h e  comic  s t r i p  a c t i o n .  Hi 
and L o is  c o n s c i e n t i o u s l y  pursued t h e i r  r o l e s  as p a r e n t s .
The Bumstead c h i l d r e n ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand seemed t o  pop in  
and o u t  o f  t h e  a c t i o n ,  depend ing  upon w h e th e r  t h e i r  p r e s e n c e  
was e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h e  d a y ’ s gag. B lo n d ie  and Dagwood were  
a f f e c t i o n a t e  p a r e n t s ,  b u t  p a r e n t i n g  was much l e s s  i m p o r t a n t  
t o  them th a n  i t  was t o  Hi and L o i s .  The t r a n s i t i o n  t o  a 
c h i l d - c e n t e r e d  c u l t u r e  was w e l l  underw ay .
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F u l 1 Ci r c l e ?
Somewhere be tw e e n  Leave  I t  To B e a v e r  and M a r r i e d — W i th  
Chi 1d r e n  t h e  o l d  r u r a l - s t y l e  f a m i l y  economy e x p e r i e n c e d  a 
r e v i v a l  in  t h e  fo r m  o f  t h e  d u a l - i n c o m e  f a m i l y .  W i th  c h i l ­
d r e n  i n  t h e  c a r e  o f  t h e  s c h o o l  s y s te m ,  b o th  p a r e n t s  were  
f r e e  t o  e ngage  i n  g a i n f u l  e m p lo y m e n t .  ( I n  many c a s e s ,  o f  
c o u r s e ,  t h i s  second income was a n e c e s s i t y  r a t h e r  t h a n  a 
f r e e  c h o i c e . )  C h i l d r e n  became more i n d e p e n d e n t  o f  t h e i r  
f a m i l i e s ,  b e c a u s e  t h e y  w e re  s p e n d in g  so much t i m e  away f ro m  
f a m i l y  members. Mom was no l o n g e r  presumed t o  be a t  home in  
an a p ro n  b u t  o u t  e a r n i n g  a l i v i n g ,  t h u s  l o s i n g  some o f  h e r  
c o n t r o l  a t  home. D a d ’ s c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e  f a m i l y ,  by way o f  
t h e  c h e c k b o o k ,  d i m i n i s h e d  because  f i n a n c e s  became a s h a r e d  
r e s p o n s i b i 1 i t y . H o w e v e r ,  home, as t h e  base f ro m  w h ich  
e v e r y o n e  l e a v e s  and t o  w h ich  e v e r y o n e  r e t u r n s ,  re a c h e d  a new 
l e v e l  o f  im p o r t a n c e  as t h e  one s t a b l e  and p r e d i c t a b l e  p l a c e  
i n  a v a r i a b l e  u n i v e r s e .  The new f a m i l y  had a r r i v e d —a g a i n .
One o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  t h e  n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  o f  t h e  
1 9 7 0 ’ s :
i s  a s p e c i a l  sense  o f  s o l i d a r i t y  t h a t  s e p a r a t e s  
t h e  d o m e s t ic  u n i t  f r o m  t h e  s u r r o u n d i n g  com m unity .  
I t s  members f e e l  t h a t  t h e y  have much more in  com­
mon w i t h  one a n o t h e r  th a n  t h e y  do w i t h  anyone e l s e  
on t h e  o u t s i d e —t h a t  t h e y  e n j o y  a p r i v i l e g e d  emo­
t i o n a l  c l i m a t e  t h e y  must p r o t e c t  f ro m  o u t s i d e
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i n t r u s i o n ,  t h r o u g h  p r i v a c y  and i s o l a t i o n .  ( S h o r t e r  
2 0 5 )
The p r o b le m  w i t h  such a t i g h t l y  bound group  i s  " t h a t  i n t i ­
m ate  r e l a t i o n s  i n e v i t a b l y  i n v o l v e  a n ta g o n is m  and h o s t i l i t y  
as w e l l  as l o v e "  ( S k o l n i c k  3 1 3 ) .  T r u e  enou gh ,  b u t  t h i s  was 
n o t  news, anymore t h a n  t h e  p r i v a t i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  was 
news. By t h e  1 9 7 0 * 5 ,  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  had a l s o  i d e n t i f i e d  
t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  as t h e  t r u e  " c e n t e r  o f  g r a v i t y "  in  t h e  f a m i l y  
and i n  s o c i e t y  (C av a n  1 1 2 ) .  The p o p u l a r  m ed ia  had a l e s s  
d e f i n i t i v e  o p i n i o n ,  p r e s e n t i n g  s e v e r a l  d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r p r e t a ­
t i o n s  o f  fa m i  1y - t o - i n d i v i d u a l  b e h a v i o r s  t h a t  s h a r e d  a common 
t h r e a d .
A c c o r d i n g  t o  W a h ls t r o m :
The m e d ia  as a w h o le ,  h o w e v e r ,  have a s s i g n e d  t h e  
f a m i l y  t o  a s e c o n d a r y  p o s i t i o n .  I n  d o in g  s o ,  t h e y  
a r e  f o l l o w i n g  a more g e n e r a l  c u l t u r a l  consensus  
a b o u t  t h e  f a m i l y ’ s r e l a t i v e  i m p o r t a n c e ,  o r ,  a t  
l e a s t ,  r e f l e c t i n g  a t r a d i t i o n a l  v ie w  common t o  
much o f  A m e r ic a n  h i s t o r y  and l i t e r a t u r e ,  t h e  i d e a  
t h a t  t h e  i nd i  v i  du a l  i s  o u r  p r i m a r y  c o n c e r n .  ( 1 9 8 )  
T h i s  c o n c e r n  f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  was e s p e c i a l l y  e v i d e n t  in  
t e l e v i s i o n  s i t u a t i o n  com edies  where  p l o t s  o f t e n  r e v o l v e d  
a r o u n d  one f a m i l y  member’ s e f f o r t s  t o  s o l v e  a p e r s o n a l  
p r o b le m .  W h i l e  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  o p e r a t e d  f ro m  t h e  home, t h e  
p l a c e  w h ere  v a l u e s  w e re  i n s t i l l e d  and c o p in g  mechanisms  
l e a r n e d ,  r e s o l u t i o n  o f  p ro b le m s  g e n e r a l l y  happened o u t s i d e
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t h e  home. The denouem ent  f o r  t h e  t y p i c a l  e p i s o d e  r e v o l v e d  
a r o u n d  t h e  f a m i l y  members a l l  p a t t i n g  each  o t h e r  on t h e  back  
f o r  h a v i n g  done such a f i n e  j o b  m anag ing  a d i f f i c u l t  s i t u a ­
t i o n .
D e s p i t e  t h e  g r o w in g  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  
i n  t h e  s o c i e t y  a t  l a r g e ,  f a m i l y  com ic  s t r i p s  c o n t i n u e  t o  
p ro m o te  t h e  " s e n t i m e n t a l  i d e o l o g y  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  in  a l l  i t s  
f o r m s  [ a s s u m in g ]  t h e  f a m i l y  must com pensate  f o r  t h e  h a r s h  
r e a l i t i e s  o f  l i f e  o u t s i d e  t h e  home" ( S k o l n i c k  3 0 8 ) .  S e n t i ­
m e n t a l l y ,  t h e  f a m i l y  re m a in s  u n i t - c e n t e r e d  r a t h e r  t h a n  
m e m b e r - c e n t e r e d , d e s p i t e  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  number o f  i n d i v i d u a l  
demands t h a t  members p l a c e  on t h e  f a m i l y  u n i t .  For  B e t t e r  
o r  F o r  Worse e f f e c t i v e l y  d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h e  t r i a l s  i n v o l v e d  in  
m aking  t h e  f a m i l y  work  as a u n i t  f u l l  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s .
P r e m i e r i n g  in  1 9 7 9 ,  t h e  s t r i p  was d e s c r i b e d  as "a r e a l ­
i s t i c  s e r i e s  [ t h a t ]  s u cceed ed  i n  e v o k in g  t h e  p l e a s u r e s  and 
p a i n s  o f  d o m e s t i c i t y  w i t h o u t  e v e r  d e s c e n d in g  i n t o  e i t h e r  
s e n t i m e n t a l i t y  o r  c y n ic is m "  (Wepman 1 3 7 ) .  T h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  
s t r i p  i s  a C a n a d ia n  i m p o r t ,  b u t  t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  n o t  i d e n t i -
f i a b l y  A m e r ic a n  a b o u t  i t s  f a m i l y .  I n  t h e  b e g i n n i n g ,  f a m i l y
r o l e s  w e re  d e f i n e d  much as t h e y  had been in  Hi and L o i s : 
E l l i e ,  t h e  w i f e  and m o t h e r ,  k e p t  house and c a r e d  f o r  t h e
c h i l d r e n ;  J ohn ,  t h e  husband and f a t h e r  and a d e n t i s t ,  e a r n e d
t h e  f a m i l y  incom e; M i c h a e l  and E l i z a b e t h ,  t h e  two c h i l d r e n ,  
w e re  t y p i c a l  w a r r i n g  and l o v i n g  b r o t h e r  and s i s t e r ;  F a r l e y  
was t h e  b i g ,  dumb f a m i l y  dog.
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I t  was n o t  t h e  Hi and L o i s  o r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  
t h a t  was so r e a l i s t i c .  R a t h e r ,  r e a l i s m  was e s t a b l i s h e d  
t h r o u g h  t h e  a b s o l u t e l y  a v e r a g e  c o n c e r n s  t h e  f a m i l y  d e a l t  
w i t h  f r o m  day t o  d a y .  C h ic  Y o u n g ’ s e a t - s l e e p - e a r n  money-  
r a i s e  a f a m i l y  f o r m u l a  was j u s t  as e f f e c t i v e  i n  t h e  8 0 ’ s as 
i t  had been f o r  B l o n d i e  in  t h e  3 0 ’ s .  What was d i f f e r e n t  
a b o u t  Lynn J o h n s t o n ’ s s t r i p  was way she b r o u g h t  t h e  f a m i l y ’ s 
b a c k s t a g e  l i f e  i n t o  p u b l i c  v i e w .  N o t  o n l y  d i d  r e a d e r s  g e t  
t h e  punch l i n e  o r  f i n a l  r e v e l a t i o n ,  t h e y  were  t a k e n  t h r o u g h  
t h e  p e r s o n a l  p r o c e s s e s  t h a t  l e d  t o  t h e  c l i m a x  o f  each d a y ’ s 
s t r i  p .
R e a d e r s  w e re  i n v i t e d  i n t o  t h e  f a m i l y  c i r c l e  by b e in g  
made p r i v y  t o  many o f  t h e  p e r s o n a l  and g rou p  b e h a v i o r s  t h a t  
most f a m i l i e s  keep p r i v a t e .  El l i e  in  h e r  n ig h tg o w n  lo o k s  
t h e  way you w o u ld  e x p e c t  a woman t o  lo o k  who has j u s t  r o l l e d  
o u t  o f  be d .  ( U n l i k e  B l o n d i e ,  who i s  a lw a y s  b e a u t i f u l l y  
groomed no m a t t e r  w h a t  t i m e  o f  day o r  n i g h t . )  J o h n ’ s work  
s m i l e  has n o t h i n g  t o  do w i t h  how he r e a l l y  f e e l s .  A g g r a v a t ­
in g  t h i n g s  c h i l d r e n  say  o r  do cause  a n g r y  r e a c t i o n s  f ro m  
p a r e n t s .  S k o l n i c k  s a i d  t h a t  t h e  norm o f  f a m i l y  p r i v a c y  
h e l p s  o b s c u r e  t h e  r e a l i t i e s  o f  f a m i l y  l i f e  because t h e  
b a c k s t a g e  a r e a  w h ere  f a m i l y  f u n c t i o n s  i s  n o t  a c c e s s i b l e  t o  
t h e  p u b l i c  o b s e r v e r  ( 2 9 9 - 3 0 0 ) .  T h i s  p r o b a b l y  e x p l a i n s  why 
J o h n s t o n ’ s t r e a t m e n t  o f  b a c k s t a g e  i s s u e s  i s  so a p p e a l i n g .  
R e a d e r s  can r e c o g n i z e  i n  t h e  P a t t e r s o n s  many o f  t h e  same 
dy n a m ic s  p r e s e n t  i n  t h e i r  own l i v e s .
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The p r i v a c y  o f  A m e r ic a n  f a m i l y  l i f e  i s o l a t e s  f a m i l i e s  
f r o m  each o t h e r ;  w h a t  happens a t  home in  t h e  f a m i l y  i s  
supposed t o  be k e p t  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n f i n e s  o f  t h e  home. The  
o n - s t a g e  b e h a v i o r s  f a m i l i e s  e x h i b i t  keep b a c k s t a g e  l i f e  o u t  
o f  p u b l i c  v ie w  t h e r e b y  m a i n t a i n i n g  d i s t a n c e  f ro m  t h e  n e i g h ­
b o r s .  As a r e s u l t ,  f a m i l i e s  and t h e i r  members may w e l l  f e e l  
t h a t  any g i v e n  home and f a m i l y  e x p e r i e n c e  i s  u n iq u e  in  t h e  
w o r l d .  H a v in g  a g l i m p s e  o f  some o t h e r  f a m i l y ’ s b a c k s t a g e  
1 i f  e
w h at  
1 ook 
each
d r e n .  These t h i n g s  a r e  j u s t  a b i t  e a s i e r  t o  manage i n  t h e  
f u n n i e s  th a n  in  r e a l  l i f e .
Some t im e  a f t e r  b o th  M ic h a e l  and E l i z a b e t h  were  in  
s c h o o l ,  El l i e  w e n t  back t o  w o rk .  She e x p e r i e n c e d  f e e l i n g s
h e l p s  b r e a k  down t h e  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  no one e l s e  knows
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l i f e  i s  l i k e  f o r  Mr .  and M rs .  A v e ra g e .  O t h e r  p e o p le  do 
f r o w s y  i n  t h e  m o r n in g ,  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  do f i g h t  w i t h  
o t h e r ,  and good p a r e n t s  do g e t  a n g ry  w i t h  t h e i r  c h i l -
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o f  g u i l t  f o r  n e g l e c t i n g  h e r  f a m i l y ,  a n x i e t y  o v e r  p e r f o r m i n g  
b o th  h e r  r o l e s  w e l l ,  and d o u b t  a b o u t  w h e th e r  p u r s u i n g  h e r  
c a r e e r  w a r r a n t e d  f o r c i n g  t h e  f a m i l y  t o  a d j u s t  t o  h e r  j o b .
I n  o t h e r  w o rd s ,  she d e a l t  w i t h  a l l  t h e  same d i f f i c u l t i e s  
t h a t  o t h e r  w o r k in g  m o th e rs  e x p e r i e n c e .  As is  t y p i c a l  o f  
f u n n y  pages f a m i l i e s ,  t h e  P a t t e r s o n s  a p p a r e n t l y  a d j u s t e d  
w i t h  m in im a l  d i f f i c u l t y .
For  B e t t e r  o r  For  Worse i s  v i r t u a l l y  t h e  o n ly  s t r i p  t o  
a p p r o a c h  f a m i l y  l i f e  f ro m  t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  t h e  m o th e r  and  
t h e  c h i l d r e n .  John is  c e r t a i n l y  an i m p o r t a n t  c h a r a c t e r ,  b u t  
he i s  n o t  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  a t t e n t i o n ,  e i t h e r  as t h e  s to o g e  o r  
as k i n g  o f  t h e  r o o s t .  He i s  a member o f  t h e  f a m i l y  and h i s  
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p r e t e d  th r o u g h  t h e  eyes  o f  h i s  w i f e .  T h is  p o i n t  o f  v ie w
t e n d s  t o  p e r s o n a l i z e  t h e  a c t i o n  in  t h e  s t r i p ,  g i v i n g  i t  an 
i n t i m a t e  q u a l i t y  n o t  p r e s e n t  in  comic s t r i p s  t h a t  use an
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o m n i s c i e n t  n a r r a t o r .  El l i e  P a t t e r s o n ,  w i f e ,  m o th e r ,  and  
d i a r i s t ,  s h a r e s  t h o s e  s e c r e t s  o f  t h e  h e a r t  and h e a r t h  t h a t  
e v e r y  m o th e r  s i n c e  L i t t l e  Women’ s Marmee has been presumed  
t o  p o s s e s s .  She i s  j u s t  more l i k e l y  t o  do so in  s w e a ts  o v e r  
c o f f e e  i n s t e a d  o f  in  w h i t e  g l o v e s  a t  a f t e r n o o n  t e a .
C h i l d r e n  a r e  one o f  t h e  p r i m a r y  f o c i  in  For  B e t t e r  o r  
F o r  W o r s e , as t h e y  w e re  i n  Hi and L o i s , b u t  t h e y  a r e  much 
more i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  t h e  o v e r a l l  a c t i o n  th a n  t h e  F l a g s t o n  
k i d s .  The new g e n e r a t i o n  a r e  f u l l y  e n f r a n c h i s e d  members o f  
t h e  f a m i l y .  W h i l e  t h e y  a r e  s t i l l  e x p e c t e d  t o  r e s p e c t  t h e i r  
p a r e n t s  and behave  l i k e  good c h i l d r e n  s h o u l d ,  t h e y  a r e  a l s o  
q u i t e  f r e e  t o  s peak  t h e i r  m in d s .  They a r e  a l l o w e d  t h e i r  own 
p e r s o n a l i t i e s  and o p i n i o n s ,  and t h e y  a r e  t r e a t e d  w i t h  r e ­
s p e c t  by t h e i r  p a r e n t s .  A l l  t h i s  i s  q u i t e  in  k e e p in g  w i t h  
t h e  most  c u r r e n t  p r o f e s s i o n a l  o p i n i o n s  on how b e s t  t o  t u r n  
c h i l d r e n  i n t o  r e s p o n s i b l e  human b e i n g s .
El l i e  P a t t e r s o n  q u i t  work  when she became p r e g n a n t  
a g a i n .  A f t e r  t h e  new baby ,  A p r i l ,  a r r i v e d ,  she d e c id e d  t o  
go back t o  w o r k .  E v e n t u a l l y ,  she was a b l e  t o  a r r a n g e  t h i n g s  
so t h a t  she  c o u l d  work f r o m  home. T h i s  was t h e  i d e a l  s o l u ­
t i o n  t o  t h e  modern d i lem m a o f  how t o  cope w i t h  an i n f a n t  
w h i l e  m a i n t a i n i n g  h e r  p e r s o n a l  i d e n t i t y .  I t  was a l s o  an 
e x c e l l e n t  means o f  p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  v a r i e t y  o f  c o p in g  mecha­
n ism s f a m i l y  members use when t h e  f a m i l y  s t r u c t u r e  i s  d i s ­
r u p t e d ,  ev en  f o r  a happy e v e n t  l i k e  a new baby .  El l i e  
r e c e i v e d  l o t s  o f  h e l p  and s u p p o r t  f ro m  h e r  husband and l o t s
Hughes 77
o f  g r i e f  f r o m  h e r  two o l d e r  c h i l d r e n  who w e re  e x p e c t e d  t o  
h e l p  c a r e  f o r  t h e i r  baby s i s t e r  ( n o t  u n l i k e  t h e i r  r u r a l  
c o u n t e r p a r t s  o f  t h e  p r e - i n d u s t r i a l  e r a ) .  I n  t i m e ,  M ic h a e l  
and E l i z a b e t h  w e re  won o v e r  by t h e  new a r r i v a l ,  and e v e r y ­
t h i n g  w orked  o u t  t h e  way i t  s h o u l d .  A l l  t h e  f a m i l y  members 
w e re  r e c o g n i z e d  and a c c e p t e d  as s u c h ,  and a l l  t h e  f a m i l y  
members a d a p t e d  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  t h e  new P a t t e r s o n  i n  t h e i r  
mi d s t .
W h i l e  F o r  B e t t e r  o r  Fo r  Worse i s  p e o p le d  by t h o r o u g h l y  
modern i n d i v i d u a l s ,  and w h i l e  i t  d o e s n ’ t  shy away f ro m  t h e  
l e s s  t h a n  p l e a s a n t  a s p e c t s  o f  f a m i l y  l i f e ,  i t  r e m a in s  an 
i d e a l i z e d  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  f a m i l y .  No d i f f i c u l t y  i s  e v e r  
p r e s e n t e d  as i f  i t  w e re  i n s u r m o u n t a b l e ,  and t h i n g s  have a 
h a b i t  o f  w o r k in g  o u t  f o r  t h e  b e s t ,  g i v e n  enough t i m e  and  
s u p p o r t  f r o m  t h e  f a m i l y .  S e r i o u s  p r o b le m s ,  such as t h e  
abuse  o f  M i c h a e l ’ s f r i e n d ,  happen in  o t h e r  f a m i l i e s .  S t a ­
t i s t i c a l l y ,  t h e  P a t t e r s o n s  a r e  in  t h e  m i n o r i t y ;  p s y c h o l o g i ­
c a l l y ,  t h e y  a r e  t h e  r e a l i t y  p e o p le  would  l i k e  t o  c r e a t e  f o r  
t h e m s e l v e s .
The f a c t  t h a t  images a r e  i n c o n g r u e n t  w i t h  b e h a v i o r  
does n o t  mean t h a t  t h e y  a r e  u n i m p o r t a n t .  . . .
Im ages  may n o t  c o r r e c t l y  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  s o c i a l  
o r d e r ,  b u t  t h e y  i n f l u e n c e  w h at  p e o p le  do ,  what  
t h e y  t h i n k  t h e y  a r e  d o i n g ,  and what  t h e y  say t h e y  
a r e  d o i n g .  ( S k o l n i c k  3 0 1 )
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F o r  B e t t e r  o r  F o r  Worse p o r t r a y s  f a m i l y  t h e  way p e o p le  t h i n k  
i t  s h o u ld  be .  The P a t t e r s o n  home i s  a warm, l o v i n g  haven  
w h e re  s t r e s s ,  s a d n e s s ,  and even  a n g e r  a r e  p e r m i t t e d  because  
t h e y  a r e  a r e a l  p a r t  o f  l i f e .  Mom and Dad and t h e  k i d s  have  
more i n  common w i t h  ea ch  o t h e r  t h a n  w i t h  o u t s i d e r s ,  no 
m a t t e r  how o f t e n  p e e r  p r e s s u r e  a f f e c t s  t h e  k i d s .  No p ro b le m  
i s  i n s u r m o u n t a b l e  bec a u s e  e v e r y o n e  i n  t h e  f a m i l y  i s  com m it ­
t e d  t o  t h e  g rou p  and each  o f  them can be c o u n te d  on t o  
c o o p e r a t e  f o r  t h e  good o f  t h e  u n i t  as w e l l  as t h e  good o f  
t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s .
T h i s  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  i s  q u i t e  u n l i k e  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
o f  f a m i l y  as seen t h r o u g h  t h e  e y es  o f  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e .
S h o r t e r  d e f i n e d  t h r e e  s p e c i f i c  a r e a s  where  f a m i l y  l i f e  i s  
c h a n g i n g :  a s p l i t  be tw e e n  t h e  g e n e r a t i o n s  t h a t  makes a d o l e s ­
c e n t s  i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  t h e  f a m i l y ’ s i d e n t i t y ;  i n s t a b i l i t y  in  
t h e  l i f e  o f  t h e  c o u p le  as e v id e n c e d  by h ig h  d i v o r c e  r a t e s ;  
and a " s y s t e m a t i c  d e m o l i t i o n  o f  t h e  ’ n e s t  n o t i o n ’ o f  n u c l e a r  
f a m i l y  l i f e  t h a t  a new l i b e r a t i o n  f o r  women has meant"  ( 2 6 9 -  
2 7 0 ) .  I t  may w e l l  be t h a t  p a r t  o f  t h e  s uc c e s s  o f  f a m i l y  
com ic  s t r i p s  l i k e  F o r  B e t t e r  o r  Fo r  Worse has been t h e i r  
a b i l i t y  t o  p r e s e n t  an i d e a l i z e d  b u t  a t t a i  n a b l e  norm: an 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  f a m i l y  a tm o s p h e re  where  a d o l e s c e n t s  d o n ’ t  
d i s i n h e r i t  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s ;  s t a b l e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t h a t  s u r v i v e  
d e s p i t e  p r o b le m s ;  and n e s t s  t h a t  p r o t e c t  c h i l d r e n  and hus­
bands as w e l l  as m o th e r s  who m ig h t  a l s o  be c a r e e r  women.
The e f f o r t  t h a t  i n h e r e s  in  b u i l d i n g  such a f a m i l y  u n i t
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i s  no more no r  l e s s  th a n  t h a t  r e q u i r e d  f o r  b u i l d i n g  any  
s u c c e s s f u l  c a r e e r .  The d i f f e r e n c e  i s  t h a t  in  c a r e e r  s i t u a ­
t i o n s  p e o p l e  u s u a l l y  r e c o g n i z e  where  t h e y  ought  t o  r e f r a i n  
f ro m  m a k in g  demands and c l a i m i n g  r i g h t s .  In  f a m i l i e s ,  
p e o p le  a l l  t o o  o f t e n  make u n r e a s o n a b l e  demands because t h e y  
f e e l  t h e y  have  r i g h t s  t o  c e r t a i n  t h i n g s  w i t h i n  a f a m i l y  s e t ­
t i n g .  The t r o u b l e  i s  t h a t  f a m i l y  members who a t t e m p t  t o  use  
o l d  d e f i n i t i o n s  t o  j u s t i f y  t h e i r  demands f i n d  t h e m s e lv e s  in  
c o n f l i c t  w i t h  f a m i l y  members who have d i f f e r i n g  e x p e c t a -  
t  i o n s .
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S k o l n i c k  p u t s  f o r t h  t h e  " p e r f e c t i o n i s t ” v ie w  o f  f a m i l y  
as one c a u s e  o f  d o m e s t ic  v i o l e n c e ,  c a l l i n g  v i o l e n c e  " i n  some 
m easure  ’ n o r m a l ’ " because " o f  t h e  s t r e s s e s  and s t r a i n s  t h a t  
may be fo u n d  in  most i f  n o t  a l l  f a m i l i e s "  ( 3 1 4 ) .  She f u r ­
t h e r  s e e s  " i n  t h e  c u r r e n t  d i s i l l u s i o n  w i t h  f a m i l y  l i f e  some 
hope f o r  t h e  f u t u r e . "  For  S k o l n i c k ,  hope l i e s  in  t h i s
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d i s i l l u s i o n  w i t h  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  home as h a v e n .  "Once we a r e  
no l o n g e r  c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  we may f i n d  he a v en  by w i t h d r a w i n g  
f r o m  t h e  w o r l d ,  we may t r y  h a r d e r  t o  change  i t "  ( 3 1 5 ) .  
P e r h a p s ,  b u t  u n t i l  some a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  t h e  f a m i l y  a r i s e s ,  
home w i l l  r e m a in  t h e  p l a c e  p e o p l e  e x p e c t  t o  s e r v e  as a 
h a v e n .
I n  1 9 6 3 ,  W h i t e  and Abel  c l a i m e d :
B ecause  o f  t h e i r  u n iq u e  f u n c t i o n  o f  a p p e a l i n g  t o  
a l l  c l a s s e s  and a r e a s  o f  s o c i e t y ,  t h e  com ic s  us u ­
a l l y  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  c o n t in u u m  o f  A m e r ic a n  l i f e ,  
w i t h  u n d e r c u r r e n t s  w h ic h  do n o t  change  d i r e c t i o n  
f r o m  d e cade  t o  d e c a d e  n o r ,  i n  some i n s t a n c e s ,  f r o m  
g e n e r a t i o n  t o  g e n e r a t i o n .  ( 1 3 )
The u n d e r c u r r e n t s  d e a l i n g  w i t h  f a m i l y  have  n o t  changed  
s u b s t a n t i a l l y  i n  n i n e t y  y e a r s ,  and t h e y  a r e  a s o u r c e  o f  
c o n c e r n  t o  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  b ecause  b e l i e f s  and v a l u e s  a b o u t  
f a m i l y  f a i l  t o  c o i n c i d e  w i t h  m e a s u r a b l e  r e a l i t y .  So lo n g  as  
p e o p l e  a c t  on t h e  b a s i s  o f  b e l i e f s ,  v a l u e s ,  and p e r c e p t i o n s ,  
h o w e v e r ,  r e f l e c t i o n s  f r o m  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  l i k e  t h e  f u n n i e s  
w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  c a r r y  more s o c i a l  w e i g h t  t h a n  a l l  t h e  
f i n d i n g s  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  s t u d i e s .
N o t  many i n d i v i d u a l s  had o r  have  a l i v i n g  s i t u a t i o n  as  
o r d e r e d  as t h e  C l e a v e r ’ s was i n  Leave  I t  t o  B e a v e r , b u t  t h e  
d e s i r e  f o r  s o m e th in g  l i k e  t h a t  i n f o r m s  d e c i s i o n s  p e o p l e  make 
e v e r y  day a b o u t  how t o  manage home and f a m i l y .  A c o m ic  
s t r i p  l i k e  Fo r  B e t t e r  o r  For  Worse h e l p s  make t h o s e  d e c i ­
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s i o n s  more r e a l i s t i c  because  i t  goes d e e p e r  t h a n  t h e  la u g h  
f o r  t h e  d a y ,  o f t e n  u s in g  humor t o  make a s e r i o u s  p o i n t .  
E v e ry o n e  has p ro b le m s  and s t r e s s e s  a l l  t o o  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  
ones  t h e  P a t t e r s o n s  e x p e r i e n c e ;  w h at  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  s t r i p  
o f f e r s  a r e  f u n c t i o n a l  a l t e r n a t i v e s  f o r  d e a l i n g  w i t h  them.  
They lo o k  l i k e  us ,  and t h e y  a c t  in  ways we m i g h t  w e l l  w is h  
t o  e m u l a t e . For Better 
ForWorse
GO NM n OH-OH -Y O U R  
MOM'S COMING 
MICHAEL'
WHhT a r e  yoo boys
DOING WITH THOSE 
STiCKS?
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W IT H  N O T H IN  
"TO DO
V i s u a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  P a t t e r s o n  f a m i l y  c o m p le ­
ments  t h e  more i n t i m a t e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  s t r i p .  I n  a j e a n s  and  
t - s h i r t  e r a ,  t h e y  a r e  a j e a n s  and t - s h i r t  f a m i l y .  E v e r y ­
t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e i r  p h y s i c a l  a p p e a r a n c e  i s  in  k e e p in g  w i t h  t h e  
l e s s  f o r m a l  mood o f  t h e  l a t e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y .  Mom i s  more  
l i k e l y  t o  w ear  j e a n s  t h a n  a d r e s s  when she i s  a t  home, and  
makeup d o e s n ’ t  seem t o  be a p r i o r i t y ;  t h e  k i d s  wear  t e n n i e s  
and j e a n s  t o  s c h o o l ;  Dad a lm o s t  n e v e r  wears  a t i e  o u t s i d e  o f  
o f f i c e  h o u r s  o r  c h u r c h ;  i t  i s  normal t o  f i n d  t h e  w h o le
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f a m i l y  in  p a ja m a s  d e a l i n g  w i t h  a m o r n in g  c r i s i s  l i k e  m i s s i n g  
t h e  g a r b a g e  c o l l e c t o r  o r  t h e  s c h o o l  bu s .  Hi and L o i s  exem­
p l i f i e d  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  i n f o r m a l i t y  o f  f a m i l y  l i f e  i n  t h e  
g e n e r a t i o n  a f t e r  B l o n d i e  and Dagwood; John and El l i e  do t h e  
same f o r  t h e  g e n e r a t i o n  a f t e r  Hi and L o i s .
W h i l e  Hi and L o i s  s t a r t e d  l i f e  a t  a t i m e  when s o c i e t y  
i n  g e n e r a l  had a d a p t e d  t o  a new mode o f  f a m i l y  l i f e ,  John  
and El l i e  came on t h e  s c e n e  when d e f i n i t i o n s  w e re  a g a i n  i n  
f l u x .  B etw een  t h e  l a t e  5 0 ’ s and e a r l y  7 0 ’ s t e c h n o l o g y  was 
c h a n g i n g  f a s t e r  t h a n  most p e o p l e  c a r e d  t o  keep up w i t h .
C i v i l  r i g h t s  a c t i v i s m  f o r c e d  s o c i e t y  t o  a c k n o w le d g e  t h e  
d i s p a r i t y  b e tw e e n  o u r  b e l i e f s  and o u r  b e h a v i o r s  as a f r e e  
c o u n t r y .  The r i s e  o f  t h e  " y u p p i e "  gave new l i f e  t o  t h e  
n o t i o n  t h a t  s u c c e s s  e q u a l s  money. A r e v i v a l  o f  f e m i n i s m ,  
com bin ed  w i t h  g r e a t e r  v a r i e t y  i n  c a r e e r  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  and  
c h a n g e s  i n  m e d ic a l  t e c h n o l o g y  t h a t  gave women g r e a t e r  f r e e ­
dom, had c r e a t e d  a s i t u a t i o n  w h ere  p r i o r  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  
r o l e s  f o r  men and women w e re  no l o n g e r  a p t .
F e m i n i s t  a w a r e n e s s ,  i n  t u r n ,  made i n d i v i d u a l i s m  and  
p e r s o n a l  i d e n t i t y  p r i m a r y  c o n c e r n s  f o r  b o th  women and men.  
Men w e re  l i k e l y  t o  f e e l  t h a t  s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n  f o r  women meant  
r e p r e s s i o n  f o r  men. Women w e re  l i k e l y  t o  be c o m b a t iv e  in  
- t h e i r  e f f o r t s  t o  e q u a l i z e  l i f e  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  b e tw een  men and  
women. The r e s u l t  o f  t h e s e  changes  i s  a c u l t u r a l  m i l i e u  
a c t i v e l y  p r o m o t i n g  1) i n d i v i d u a l  o v e r  g rou p  c o n c e r n s ,  2 )  t h e  
i d e a  t h a t  s u c c e s s  e q u a l s  h ig h  inco m e,  and 3 )  h u m a n / m i n o r i t y
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r i g h t s ;  and i n  t h a t  c o n t e x t ,  t h e  P a t t e r s o n s ’ c o zy  l i t t l e  
home seems a l m o s t  a th r o w b a c k  t o  t h e  Dark  Ages.  A more  
l i k e l y  e x p l a n a t i o n  i s  t h a t  i t  em bodies  t h e  k i n d  o f  s a f e  
h a r b o r  t h a t  so many p e o p l e  s t r i v e  f o r  in  t h e  age o f  t e c h n o l ­
ogy .
C o n s id e r  t h e  s e n d i n g - t h e - c h i 1d r e n - t o - c a m p  s c e n a r i o  so  
p o p u l a r  in  a s s o r t e d  p o p u l a r  m ed ia :  Should  M i c h a e l  go t o  
summer camp? O f  c o u r s e  he s h o u ld ,  i t  w i l l  be good f o r  h im .  
B u t  h e ’ s so young t o  spend such a lo n g  t i m e  away f r o m  home.  
D o n ’ t  w o r r y ,  t h e  c o u n s e l o r s  a r e  t r a i n e d  p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,  t h e  
camp has been r u n n i n g  a s u c c e s s f u l  p rogram  f o r  s e v e n t y - f i v e  
y e a r s ,  q u i t  w o r r y i n g .  I  know, b u t  what  i f  he g e t s  s i c k  o r  
s o m e th in g ?  T h e r e ’ s a d o c t o r  on s t a f f ,  and M i c h a e l  i s  as  
h e a l t h y  as a h o r s e ,  j u s t  q u i t  w o r r y i n g .  I  know, b u t  h e ’ s my 
l i t t l e  boy.  T h e r e ,  t h e r e ,  d e a r ,  d o n ’ t  w o r r y .
The b ig  day comes and a l l  t h e  p a r e n t s  a r e  s t a n d i n g  a t  
t h e  bus s t a t i o n  s a y i n g  t h e i r  f a r e w e l l s  t o  t h e i r  a d o l e s c e n t  
c a m p e r s - t o - b e .  A few  moms s n i f f  a u d i b l y ,  some w ip e  away a 
s u r r e p t i t i o u s  t e a r ,  dads g i v e  manly  h a n d s h a k e s ,  a n d ,  f i n a l ­
l y ,  t h e  bus r u m b le s  o f f ,  l e a v i n g  a group o f  woebegone p a r ­
e n t s  w a v in g  g o o d - b y e .  But woebegone becomes " w i o t o u s "  once  
t h e  bus i s  o u t  o f  s i g h t .  For  s i x  b l e s s e d  w e e k s ,  t h e  p a r e n t s  
a r e  f r e e  o f  a d o l e s c e n t  a s s a u l t .  G e n e r a l  r e j o i c i n g  f o l l o w s .
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A re  t h e s e  h e a r t l e s s ,  u n c o n c e r n e d  p a r e n t s ?  C e r t a i n l y  
n o t ,  b u t  t h e y  do e p i t o m i z e  t h e  modern A m e r ic a n  f a m i l y .  
W i t h o u t  t h e  t e e a g e r s  t o  i n t r u d e ,  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  moms and  
dads can have  some t i m e  t o  t h e m s e l v e s .  F o r t u n a t e l y ,  t h e  
moms and dads  can a f f o r d  t o  send t h e  k i d s  t o  camp. B e s i d e s ,  
i t ’ s o n l y  r i g h t  and f a i r  t h a t  t h e  k i d s  g e t  a good i d e a  o f  
l i f e  o u t s i d e  t h e  c i t y ,  t h a t  p a r e n t s ’ r i g h t s  t o  t i m e  a l o n e  be
c o n s i d e r e d  once i n  a w h i l e ,  and t h a t  p e o p le  be a b l e  t o  r e a p
t h e  e c o n o m ic  f r u i t s  o f  t h e i r  e f f o r t s .  A t  l e a s t  i n  t h e  
f u n n i e s ,  e v e r y b o d y  i s  g e t t i n g  s o m e th in g  o f  v a l u e  and no one  
i s  s u f f e r i n g  u n d u ly  f o r  anyone e l s e ’ s b e n e f i t .
No m a t t e r  how p o o r  t h e  c h a n c e s  seem t o  be f o r  a s u c ­
c e s s f u l  m a r r i a g e ,  A m e r ic a n s  s t i l l  behave  as i f  t r a d i t i o n a l
m a r r i a g e  p a t t e r n s  d e f i n e  t h e  norms o f  f a m i l y  l i f e .  A l t e r n a ­
t i v e  l i v i n g  a r r a n g e m e n t s  f o r  p e r s o n s  o f  o p p o s i t e  sex a r e  
s t i l l  v ie w e d  w i t h  some d i s p l e a s u r e ,  r a n g i n g  f r o m  m i l d  d i s a p ­
p r o v a l  t o  open h o s t i l i t y ;  h o s t i l i t y  i s  a m p l i f i e d  c o n s i d e r ­
a b l y  when t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e  a r r a n g e m e n t  i n v o l v e s  tw o  p e r s o n s  
o f  t h e  same s e x .  H a v in g  a baby i s  s t i l l  t h e  p r i m a r y  c r i t e ­
r i o n  t h a t  d e t e r m i n e s  when a m a r r i e d  c o u p le  becomes a f a m i l y .  
A l l  o f  t h e s e  a t t i t u d e s  h e l p  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  
n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  n e s t  as t h e  d e f i n i t i v e  norm f o r  f a m i l y ,  no 
m a t t e r  how p e o p l e  behave  i n  r e a l i t y .  T h a t  o t h e r  a t t i t u d e s  
a r e  d e v e l o p i n g  i s  e v i d e n c e d  by t h e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  a l t e r ­
n a t i v e  f a m i l i e s  i n  t h e  m e d ia .
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I s  T h e r e  A n o t h e r  Way?
As t i m e s  c h a n g e d ,  so d i d  com ic  s t r i p s .  From t h e  e r a  o f  
B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  changes  in  c l o t h i n g ,  home 
f u r n i s h i n g s ,  e n t e r t a i n m e n t ,  and even  a t t i t u d e s  a b o u t  i n t e r ­
p e r s o n a l  r e l a t i o n s  have  been f a i t h f u l l y  r e c o r d e d .
On t h e  f u n n y  pages c o n t i n u u m ,  each s u c c e s s i v e  g e n e r a ­
t i o n  has spawned f a m i l y  com ic  s t r i p s  t o  s u i t  i t s  t i m e  and  
p l a c e .  The f o u r  s t r i p s  used f o r  t h i s  p a p e r —B r i n g i n g  Up 
F a t h e r . B 1 o n d i e . Hi and L o i s , and Fo r  B e t t e r  o r  F o r  Worse— 
e a c h  r e p r e s e n t s  b e s t  t h e  e r a  when each  was c r e a t e d .  They  
cha n g e  o v e r  t i m e ,  b u t  a lw a y s  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e i r  own 
h i s t o r i e s ,  and as a g rou p  t h e y  p r e s e n t  a f a i r l y  a c c u r a t e  
p i c t u r e  o f  w h a t  has changed  and w h a t  has n o t  v i s - a - v i s  
p e r c e p t i o n s  and a t t i t u d e s  a b o u t  f a m i l y  i n  A m e r ic a .
F o r  B e t t e r  o r  F o r  Worse a p p e a r s  t o  have  l i t t l e  i n  
common w i t h  B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r , b u t  t h i s  i s  n o t  r e a l l y  t h e  
c a s e .  I t  i s  more t h a t  t h e y  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  
t h e  same phenomenon t h a n  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  phenomena.  
C h r o n o l o g i c a l l y ,  M a g g ie  and J i g g s  m ig h t  w e l l  be t h e  p a r e n t s  
o f  B l o n d i e  and Dagwood, t h e  g r a n d p a r e n t s  o f  Hi and L o i s ,  and  
t h e  g r e a t  g r a n d p a r e n t s  o f  El l i e  and John;  s o c i o l o g i c a l l y ,  
ea ch  s u c c e e d i n g  f a m i l y  d e v e l o p s  w i t h i n  and r e a c t s  t o  a w o r l d  
s u b s t a n t i a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m ,  even  th o u g h  b re d  f r o m ,  t h e  
w o r l d  o f  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  g e n e r a t i o n .
M a g g ie  and J i g g s  came on t h e  sc en e  a t  a t i m e  when 
f a m i l y  d e f i n i t i o n s  w e re  b e in g  r e v i s e d  t o  f i t  an u r b a n ,
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i n d u s t r i a l  s i t u a t i o n .  T h e r e  w e re  a l s o  l a r g e  numbers o f  
i m m i g r a n t s  coming i n t o  t h e  c o u n t r y  who b r o u g h t  t h e i r  own 
v e r s i o n s  o f  f a m i l y  w i t h  th e m .  What t h e r e  was o f  A m e r ic a n  
i d e n t i t y  was a c o n g l o m e r a t e  o f  many, o f t e n  c o n f l i c t i n g ,  
p e r s p e c t i v e s ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  W h i t e ,  A n g l o - S a x o n ,  
P r o t e s t a n t  i d e n t i t y  was h e l d  up as t h e  norm. P o l i t i c a l l y ,  
t h e  c o u n t r y  was somewhat i s o l a t i o n i s t  w i t h  a m i l i t a r i s t i c  
b e n t  w h e re  A m e r ic a n  i n t e r e s t s  w e re  i n v o l v e d —no m a t t e r  w here  
i n  t h e  w o r l d ,  s e t t i n g  a s o c i a l  t o n e  o f  m ig h t  makes r i g h t .  
Humor, a t  l e a s t  a t  t h e  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  l e v e l ,  t e n d e d  t o  t h e  
p h y s i c a l .  The s l a p s t i c k  humor o f  t h e  Gay N i n e t i e s  o f f e r e d  
an a c t i v e ,  i f  v i c a r i o u s ,  o u t l e t  f o r  t h e  s t r e s s e s  o f  t h e  
p e r i  o d .
P r a t f a l l s  and f l y i n g  c r o c k e r y  t r a n s l a t e d  r e a d i l y  t o  t h e  
f u n n i e s ,  o f f e r i n g  t h e  p e r f e c t  b a c k d ro p  t o  t h e  d o m e s t ic  
b a t t l e  M a g g ie  and J i g g s  f o u g h t  f o r  t h e i r  e n t i r e  m a r r i e d  
l i f e .  H a v in g  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e i r  p a t t e r n  o f  p h y s i c a l  humor  
and f a m i l y  com bat  e a r l y  in  t h e i r  h i s t o r y ,  M a g g ie  and J i g g s  
knew no o t h e r  way t o  r e l a t e .  I n  p a r t ,  t h i s  was a c l a s s  
d i s t i n c t i o n  a s c r i b e d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  I r i s h  im m ig r a n t s  who 
w e re  c o n s i d e r e d  c o m b a t i v e  and c r a s s ,  u n a b le  t o  a p p r e c i a t e  
d e l i c a c y  and f i n e s s e .  I n  p a r t ,  i t  was an e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  
s o r t  o f  p h y s i c a l  humor p e o p le  e x p e c t e d  i n  a low brow e n t e r ­
t a i n m e n t  medium l i k e  t h e  f u n n i e s .  F i n a l l y ,  i t  was i n d i c a ­
t i v e  o f  t h e  s o r t s  o f  p r o b le m s  many f a m i l i e s  i n  t r a n s i t i o n
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w e re  f a c i n g .  M a g g ie  and J i g g s ’ a u d ie n c e  would p r o b a b l y  n o t  
have  r e c o g n i z e d  them in  any o t h e r  g u i s e .
M ike Gets a Loving Reception.
BT <O U _Y  - UR iC Y - J U S T  
THINK. - 1-TJ) T W E N T Y  Y E A R Y  
^M IC E  Y E E N  Y O U  A N
MA6<1£ - HOW l*> o
HOW HMEt.
HAVE t lO l  [> Y o u  tYOT
to c**in< your, frieno y  
*'-% T he  pari
every t im e  y o u  
wtN<, Hi o n e . o f
™ 0 «  f%Oi«H-NEOC5 
" I< O IN «  TO






W H O  WA.Es 
THAT LO W  
CX?OWf IT 'vVA'o TOO 
B R O T H E R - t i l l
t h a t y  w h a t
I WANT TO  
TELL YOU
(S*
B l o n d i e  and Dagwood were  p a r t  o f  a r o m a n t i c i z e d  t i m e  
when p e r s o n a l  c h o i c e  and l o v e  were  supposed t o  be t h e  b a s i s  
f o r  m a r r i a g e .  P h y s i c a l  humor s t i l l  p la y e d  a m a jo r  r o l e  in  
t h e  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  m e d ia ,  h a v in g  t r a n s l a t e d  f rom  s t a g e  t o  
s c r e e n  and r a d i o  as r e a d i l y  as i t  had t o  t h e  f u n n i e s ,  and  
Dagwood was d e s t i n e d  t o  be t h e  f a l l  guy. The s h i f t  away  
f r o m  d o m e s t ic  t o  e x t e r n a l  v i o l e n c e  made h i s  m i s a d v e n t u r e s  a 
r e s u l t  o f  e x t e r n a l  f o r c e s ,  h e l p i n g  t o  c r e a t e  a sense  o f  home 
as haven f ro m  t h e  w o r l d .  W h i l e  Dagwood c o u l d n ’ t  r e a l l y
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c l a i m  a s a f e  haven  a t  home, he was a t  l e a s t  f r e e  f r o m  p h y s i ­
c a l  a t t a c k  by h i s  f a m i l y ,  and t h a t  was a b e g i n n i n g .
R e g u l a r  e x p r e s s i o n s  o f  a f f e c t i o n  f r o m  B l o n d i e  i n d i c a t e d  
t h e  b e g i n n i n g ,  as w e l l ,  o f  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  c o m m u n ic a t io n  
b e tw e e n  s p o u s e s .  The norm was n o t  f u l l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  in  t h e  
m e d ia  o r  in  t h e  c u l t u r e ,  b u t  i t  was coming t o  be a c c e p t e d  as  
a p o s i t i v e  change  in  t h e  c o n d u c t  o f  r e l a t i o n s h i p s . Where  
once men w e re  supposed t o  be a b l e  j u s t  t o  know how t h e i r  
f i a n c e s  o r  w i v e s  f e l t ,  women in  t h e  new e r a  w e re  s t a r t i n g  t o  
t e l l  men w h a t  was r e a l l y  g o in g  on .  T h a t  d i d n ’ t  s t o p  B l o n d i e  
f r o m  p l a y i n g  o l d  games l i k e  y o u - d o n ’ t - u n d e r s t a n d  o r  y o u - a c t -  
j u s t - 1 i k e - a - m a n . A f t e r  a l l ,  h e r  e a r l y  y e a r s  w e re  s p e n t  i n  a 
m i l i e u  w h ere  t h o s e  games were  c o n s i d e r e d  n o r m a l .  S t i l l ,  
B l o n d i e ’ s e x p r e s s i o n s  o f  c o n c e r n  f o r  Dagwood w e re  g e n u in e  
and h e l p e d  e s t a b l i s h  t h e  age t o  come when more open communi­
c a t i o n  w o u ld  be c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  norm in  f a m i l i e s .
By t h e  t i m e  t h a t  Hi and L o is  a p p e a r e d ,  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  
t o  home as haven was c o m p le te  and s l a p s t i c k  humor was v i r t u ­
a l l y  e x t i n c t  e x c e p t  in  r e - r u n s  o f  T h re e  S to o g e s  e p i s o d e s .  
Husbands and w i v e s  w ere  e x p e c t e d  t o  com m unica te  w i t h  each  
o t h e r ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e r e  were  l i n g e r i n g  v e s t i g e s  o f  t h a t ’ s -  
j u s t - 1 i k e - a - w o m a n  and y o u - d o n ’ t - u n d e r s t a n d - w o m e n  games.  
T h e s e ,  h o w e v e r ,  w e re  much l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  o c c u r  i n  t h e  
F l a g s t o n  h o u s e h o ld ,  p r o b a b l y  because Hi and L o is  s p e n t  so 
much o f  t h e i r  e n e r g y  on t h e i r  c h i l d r e n .  N ot  o n l y  d i d  L o is  
spend most o f  h e r  days  c h a s in g  a f t e r ,  f e e d i n g ,  and o t h e r w i s e
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c a r i n g  f o r  t h e  c h i l d r e n ;  when Hi came home f rom  w o rk ,  he 
s p e n t  t i m e  d o in g  t h i n g s  w i t h  t h e  k i d s .  He f i l l e d  t h e  r o l e  
o f  f a t h e r  as com panion ,  L o is  t h a t  o f  t h e  n u r t u r i n g  m o t h e r .
C h i l d r e n  were  n o t  c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  b l e s s i n g  t h e y  had been  
when t h e y  c o u l d  be e x p e c te d  t o  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  f a m i l y  
economy, n o r  were  t h e y  a b u rd en  because  o f  t h e i r  d r a i n  on 
f a m i l y  r e s o u r c e s .  They had become, i n s t e a d ,  a f u t u r e  r e ­
s o u r c e  t o  be d e v e lo p e d  as f u l l y  as p o s s i b l e ,  and p a r e n t s  
w e r e  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  d e v e lo p m e n t .  Hi and L o is  t o o k  t h a t
r aoy/SHH 6KVS 5  I
Cf^mw »mocT3j ~ f 
. W HER M O U T H / /  J
■X FOUND o u r
itvwwnt
• O T H M N 9  ,
c h a r g e  s e r i o u s l y ,  and i t  showed i n  t h e  g r e a t e r  em phas is  on 
c h i l d r e n  in  t h i s  s t r i p  th a n  i n  e a r l i e r  s t r i p s .
F o r  B e t t e r  o r  For Worse came on t h e  scene when t h e  
i n d i v i d u a l  had been a c c e p te d  as t h e  p o i n t  o f  r e f e r e n c e  f o r  
s o c i a l  i n t e r c o u r s e  and i n t e r p e r s o n a l  r e l a t i o n s .  A l t h o u g h  
t h e  s t r i p  p r e s e n t e d  a p i c t u r e  o f  f a m i l y  as a c o h e s iv e  u n i t ,  
t h e  v a g a r i e s  i n h e r e n t  in  i n d i v i d u a l i z e d  g o a ls  p u rs u e d  by
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members o f  a u n i t  a r e  p o r t r a y e d  s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y .  I t  r e p r e ­
s e n t s  a s t a g e  beyond f a m i l y  c o n c e r n  f o r  c h i l d r e n  because  
e v e r y o n e ’ s needs  and c o n c e rn s  a r e  a d d r e s s e d :  Moms and dads  
a r e  p e o p l e ,  t o o ,  you know. The r e s u l t  i s  a s t r i p  whose 
c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  f a i r l y  w e l 1- r o u n d e d , f u l l  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  and 
who seem t o  be t h e  k in d  o f  p e o p le  who m ig h t  l i v e  n e x t  d o o r .
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Each o f  t h e s e  s t r i p s  has run  f o r  s e v e r a l  y e a r s ,  a nd ,  as  
m ig h t  be e x p e c t e d  f ro m  a r e f l e c t i v e  medium l i k e  t h e  f u n n i e s ,  
changes  in  t h e  s o c i o - c u 1t u r a l  m i l i e u  a r e  e v i d e n t  w i t h i n  each  
s t r i p  o v e r  t i m e .  O b v io u s  t h i n g s  l i k e  c l o t h i n g  s t y l e s  m ig h t  
a l m o s t  be o v e r l o o k e d  because p e o p le  a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  
n o t i c e  t h i n g s  t h a t  a r e  common in  t h e  c u l t u r e ;  r e a d e r s  see  
what  t h e y  e x p e c t .  But t h e  l a d i e s  o f  t h e  f u n n i e s  have a lw a y s  
been f a s h i o n —c o n s c io u s  w i t h i n  t h e i r  means.
M a gg ie  had t h e  w h e r e w i t h a l  t o  i n d u l g e  her  sense o f  
s t y l e  a t  t h e  b e s t  shop s .  She may have had a b l u e  c o l l a r
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u n d e r n e a t h ,  b u t  she  knew how t o  d r e s s  h e r s e l f  and h e r  daug h­
t e r  t o  t h e  n i n e s .  B l o n d i e  and L o is  had more l i m i t e d  b u d g e ts  
and so had t o  shop in  more p e d e s t r i a n  e n v i r o n s .  C h ic  Young  
used t h e  S e a r s  c a t a l o g u e  t o  keep B l o n d i e  i n  s t y l e ,  making  
h e r  as a v e r a g e  as was p o s s i b l e  f o r  someone who d i d n ’ t  a g e .  
L o i s  u n d o u b t e d l y  shopped a t  S e a r s  as w e l l ,  u n l e s s  she  p r e ­
f e r r e d  J . C .  P e n n e y .  W h e r e v e r  t h e y  s hop pe d ,  i n  t h e i r  e a r l y  
i n c a r n a t i o n s  and t h r o u g h o u t  most o f  t h e i r  fu n n y  pages l i v e s ,  
t h e y  b o th  d r e s s e d  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  June C l e a v e r  and Donna  
Reed s c h o o l  o f  h o u s e k e e p in g .  As e v e r y d a y  d r e s s  a p p ro a c h e d  
t h e  more c a s u a l  mode o f  t h e  8 0 ’ s and 9 0 ’ s ,  B l o n d i e  and L o is  
w e re  seen  more o f t e n  in  s l a c k s .  They b o th  wear  d r e s s e s  much 
more o f t e n  t h a n  El l i e ,  b u t  t h i s  i s  i n  k e e p in g  w i t h  t h e i r  
b a c k g r o u n d s .  M ost  changes  in  men’ s s t y l e s  have been f a i r l y  
r e c e n t .  Dagwood and Hi b o th  have  s p o r t e d  s h o r t s  on a p p r o ­
p r i a t e  o c c a s i o n s  i n  t h e  p a s t ,  b u t  s w e a t s u i t s  a r e  becoming  
more and more common f o r  t h o s e  h a n g i n g - a r o u n d - t h e - h o u s e  
t i  m e s .
Home f u r n i s h i n g s  a l s o  c h a n g e d ,  b u t  w i t h  an even l e s s  
n o t a b l e  e f f e c t  t h a n  changes  i n  c l o t h i n g  s t y l e s .  S in c e  t h e  
f u n n y  p a p e r s  h o uses  a r e  r a t h e r  s p a r e l y  f u r n i s h e d ,  t h e r e  
h a s n ’ t  been t o o  much t o  c h a n g e .  B l o n d i e  has t r a d e d  in  t h e  
o l d  c a n d l e s t i c k  t e l e p h o n e  and now has an u p - t o - d a t e  t o u c h -  
t o n e  phone i n  a f a s h i o n  c o l o r ,  and h e r  k i t c h e n  a p p l i a n c e s  
have  been u p d a t e d .  Hi and L o i s  have  had a t e l e v i s i o n  in  t h e  
l i v i n g  room a l l  a l o n g ,  and L o i s  has a w a l l  phone in  t h e
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k i t c h e n ,  t h a t  a l l  i m p o r t a n t  a c c e s s o r y  when someone c a l l s  
w h i l e  she  i s  p r e p a r i n g  d i n n e r .  The P a t t e r s o n s  home i n c l u d e s  
a c o m p u te r  among i t s  a c c o u t r e m e n t s .  G e n e r a l l y ,  home d e c o r  
i s  a d i s t i n c t l y  b a c k g ro u n d  i t e m  u n l e s s  i t  i s  used as t h e  
f o c u s  f o r  a p a r t i c u l a r  d a y ’ s s t r i p .
More t h a n  p h y s i c a l  cha nge s  have  been r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  
f u n n i e s .  W h i l e  L o i s  r e t a i n s  h e r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  managing  
t h e  home, she has a l s o  t a k e n  on a c a r e e r  as a r e a l  e s t a t e  
a g e n t .  T h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  j o b  i s  a n i c e ,  s a f e  t r a n s i t i o n a l  j o b  
f o r  a w i f e  and m o th e r  b e cause  i t  can u s u a l l y  be done e v e ­
n i n g s  and w e e k e n d s ,  l e a v i n g  Mom f r e e  t o  keep house as u s u a l  
t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  t i m e .  B l o n d i e  more r e c e n t l y  p u t  h e r  c o o k in g  
t a l e n t  t o  work  by s t a r t i n g  a c a t e r i n g  b u s i n e s s  w i t h  T o o t s i e .  
T h i s  i s  a l s o  a j o b  t h a t  can be done f ro m  home, c a u s in g  t h e  
l e a s t  d i s r u p t i o n  o f  t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  o r d e r .  O n ly  E l l i e  
w o rk e d  o u t s i d e  t h e  home f o r  a t i m e ,  b u t  even she now has a 
home o f f i c e .
I n  t h e  c a s e s  o f  B l o n d i e  and Hi and L o i s , sons who c a r ­
r i e d  on t h e i r  f a t h e r s ’ work  b r o u g h t  t h e i r  own i n t e r p r e t a ­
t i o n s  o f  c h a r a c t e r s  and s i t u a t i o n s  t o  t h e  w o rk .  I t  would  be 
d i f f i c u l t  t o  e n v i s i o n  C h ic  Young o r  D ik  Browne g i v i n g  
B l o n d i e  o r  L o i s  any s e r i o u s  i n t e r e s t s  o u t s i d e  t h e  home. But
Dean Young and C h r i s  Browne a r e  p r o d u c t s  o f  a l a t e r  g e n e r a ­
t i o n ,  and w o r k i n g  w i v e s  a r e  now c o n s i d e r e d  n o r m a l .  As i t  
i s ,  t h e s e  c a r e e r s  a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  a d d -o n s  t h a t  b r i n g  t h e s e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  m i d d l e  c l a s s  f a m i l i e s  i n t o  t h e  modern a g e .  They
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d o n ’ t  r e p r e s e n t  l i f e  g o a l s  t h e s e  women had i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  
b e i n g  w i v e s  and m o t h e r s .  E l l i e  P a t t e r s o n ,  on t h e  o t h e r  
h a n d ,  was a c a r e e r  woman f r o m  t h e  b e g i n n i n g .  She j u s t  p u t  
h e r  c a r e e r  on h o ld  b r i e f l y  u n t i l  she c o u l d  a r r a n g e  t h e  
p e r f e c t  c a r e e r  f r o m  home s i t u a t i o n .
The c ha nge s  in  f a m i l y  r e c o r d e d  i n  t h e  f u n n i e s  a r e  n o t  
l i m i t e d  t o  s t r i p s  t e c h n i c a l l y  d e f i n a b l e  as f a m i l y  comic  
s t r i p s .  A l t e r n a t i v e  f a m i l y  s t r u c t u r e s  have  been a common­
p l a c e  o f  t h e  f u n n y  pages  s i n c e  t h e y  began;  i n  t h e  9 0 ’ s t h e s e  
a l t e r n a t i v e  f a m i l i e s  a r e n ’ t  seen  so much as a b e r r a t i o n s ,  as 
t h e y  once  w e r e ,  b u t  as a d a p t a t i o n s  t o  modern s o c i e t y .  Where  
no n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  i s  p r e s e n t e d  as t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  f o r  a comic  
s t r i p ,  one i s  o f t e n  e i t h e r  i m p l i e d  o r  c o n s t r u c t e d  f ro m  among 
t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  t h e  s t r i p .  C o n s id e r  t h e s e  
a l t e r n a t i v e  f a m i l i e s  t h a t  have c ro p p e d  up i n  t h e  f u n n i e s  in  
t h e  l a s t  t w e n t y - f i v e  y e a r s  o r  t h i r t y  y e a r s .
P e a n u ts  i s  t h i r t y - t w o  y e a r s  o l d ,  and no a d u l t  has e v e r  
e n t e r e d  a p a n e l .  The c h i l d r e n  a r e  a f a m i l y  u n to  t h e m s e l v e s ,  
m anag ing  t h e i r  own a f f a i r s  and a t t e n d i n g  t o  t h e i r  c o h o r t ’ s 
needs  a d e q u a t e l y ,  i f  n o t  g e n e r o u s l y .  C h a r l i e  Brown i s  t h e  
b u m b l in g  f a t h e r  t y p e .  He a lw a y s  knows how t h i n g s  s h o u ld  go,  
and t h e y  n e v e r  go h i s  way.  S a l l y  and Lucy s h a r e  t h e  w i f e  
and m o th e r  r o l e ,  u s u a l l y  h a r a s s i n g  C h a r l i e .  The o t h e r  
c h a r a c t e r s  in  t h e  s t r i p  t a k e  t u r n s  f i l l i n g  v a r i o u s  f a m i l y  
r o l e s ,  as  t h e  d a y ’ s s c r i p t  r e q u i r e s .  And no m a t t e r  how many
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p r o b le m s  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  have  w i t h  each o t h e r ,  t h e y  a lw a y s  
come back f o r  m ore .
The Pe a n u t s  gang b e a r s  a s t r o n g  a f f i n i t y  t o  t h e  Our  
QQ-nSI s r o u p  o f  t h e  3 0 ’ s . W i t h o u t  b e n e f i t  o f  a d u l t  s u p e r v i ­
s i o n  and g u i d a n c e ,  t h e s e  y o u n g s t e r s  manage t o  p ro d u c e  pag­
e a n t s  a t  s c h o o l  ( i n  t h e  t e l e v i s e d  v e r s i o n s ) ,  run a L i t t l e  
League  s t y l e  b a s e b a l l  te a m ,  and even have T h a n k s g i v i n g  
c e l e b r a t i o n s  ( a l s o  on t e l e v i s i o n ) .  A d u l t s  a r e  a lw a y s  a v a i l -
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a b l e  and som et im es  even in  c h a r g e ,  as in  s c h o o l  s c en es  w here  
P e p p e r m i n t  P a t t y  i s  c o n s t a n t l y  a t  odds w i t h  t h e  t e a c h e r ;  b u t  
t h e  a d u l t s  s e r v e  as a necessay  p o i n t  o f  r e f e r e n c e . They  
re m in d  r e a d e r s  and v i e w e r s  t h a t  t h e  c h i l d r e n  in  t h i s  s t r i p  
a r e  f r o m  a v e r a g e ,  a l l - A m e r i c a n  homes. The P e a n u ts  gang 
e s p o u s e  t i m e —h o nored  c o n c e p ts  l i k e  t h e  G o lden  R u l e ,  h o n e s ty
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i s  t h e  b e s t  p o l i c y ,  and p e r s e v e r a n c e . I n  t h e  A m e r ic a n  
t r a d i t i o n ,  t h e s e  a r e  c o n c e p t s  b e s t  l e a r n e d  a t  home.
G a r f i  ®1d i s  a n o t h e r  ex am p le  o f  an a l t e r n a t i v e  f a m i l y .
A dog ,  O d i e ,  a human, John ,  and a c a t ,  G a r f i e l d ,  fo r m  t h i s  
u n u s u a l  g r o u p i n g .  G a r f i e l d  i s  J o h n ’ s M a g g ie ,  h a r a s s i n g  him  
t h e  way M a g g ie  d i d  J i g g s .  O d ie  i s  man’ s b e s t  f r i e n d  and a 
f o i l  f o r  G a r f i e l d  when John i s  a b s e n t .  P l a y i n g  on t h e  
in d e p e n d e n c e  and c a n n in e s s  a s c r i b e d  t o  c a t s ,  a c t i o n  in  t h e  
s t r i p  c e n t e r s  on G a r f i e l d ’ s d e t e r m i n a t i o n  t o  run t h e  h o use ­
h o l d .  John makes o c c a s i o n a l  a t t e m p t s  t o  r e g a i n  c o n t r o l , 
i n e v i t a b l y  f a i l i n g .  O d ie  j u s t  s i t s  a round  w i t h  h i s  t a i l  
w a g g in g  and h i s  to n g u e  h a n g in g  o u t ,  w a i t i n g  t o  be p e t t e d .
u>:* ICKXE m, -;1 K ) I SUBE)CR|&£T0
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The u n d e r l y i n g  a f f e c t i o n  among t h i s  m ism atched  t h r e e ­
some i s  u s u a l l y  e v i d e n t ;  a lw a y s  e v i d e n t  i s  t h e i r  i n t e r d e p e n ­
d e n c e .  They w o u ld  n o t  be f u l l y  t h e m s e l v e s  w i t h o u t  each  
o t h e r .  They w ould  a l s o  n o t  be a f a m i l y  i f  t h e y  d i d  n o t
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f i g h t  w i t h  ea ch  o t h e r  w h i l e  t h e y  lo v e d  each  o t h e r .  F a m i l y  £ 
l a  c om ic  s t r i p ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in  a l t e r n a t i v e  v e r s i o n s ,  a l l o w s  
f o r  b o th  n e g a t i v e  and p o s i t i v e  e x p r e s s i o n s  b u t  n e v e r  t h r e a t ­
ens  t h e  s o l i d a r i t y  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  u n i t ,  however  u n u s u a l  t h e  
u n i  t .
A t h i r d  a l t e r n a t i v e  f a m i l y  i s  p r e s e n t e d  in  C a t h y .
C a th y  i s  a s i n g l e  woman who i s  t r y i n g  h e r  b e s t  t o  be an 
i n d e p e n d e n t ,  l i b e r a t e d  woman o f  t h e  9 0 ’ s .  She expends  g r e a t  
e n e r g y  c o n v i n c i n g  h e r s e l f  and h e r  p a r e n t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  h e r  
m o t h e r ,  t h a t  she i s  a p e r f e c t l y  c o m p e te n t  human b e in g  who 
can t a k e  c a r e  o f  h e r s e l f .  H er  p e t  dog,  E l e c t r a ,  c o n s t i t u t e s  
h e r  im m e d ia t e  f a m i l y ;  and h e r  b o y f r i e n d ,  c u r r e n t l y  I r v i n g ,  
e x t e n d s  t h e  m e ta p h o r ,  s e r v i n g  as h e r  som et im es  i n s e n s i t i v e  
s i g n i f i c a n t  o t h e r  p l a y e d  a g a i n s t  C a t h y ’ s i n s e c u r i t i e s .
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in  here ?
The t r a d i t i o n a l  n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  i s  s y m b o l i z e d  by h e r  
m o t h e r ,  a lw a y s  i n  a r u f f l e d  b i b  apro n  and a lw a y s  t o u t i n g  t h e
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g l o r i e s  o f  homemaking.  C a t h y ’ s mom i s  o f  t h e  o p i n i o n  t h a t ,  
u n t i l  C a t h y  i s  m a r r i e d  and has c h i l d r e n  o f  h e r  own, she w i l l  
n o t  have  a home o f  h e r  own, because  home i s  w here  t h e  mom 
i s .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  C a th y  c o n t i n u e s  t o  s t r i v e  f o r  h e r  own 
w a y .
How Does I t  A l l  Add Up?
S o c i a l  change  i s  a lw a y s  a s l i p p e r y  e le m e n t  t o  a n a l y z e  
b e c a u s e  s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  change a t  v a r y i n g  r a t e s ,  and  
s t a t e d  v a l u e s  change  more s l o w l y  t h a n  b e h a v i o r s  (Cavan v ) .
As a r e s u l t ,  p e o p le  have  t o  l i v e  w i t h  t h e  p a ra d o x  o f  v a l u e s  
t h e y  e s pous e  c o n f l i c t i n g  w i t h  t h e i r  own b e h a v i o r s ,  and t h i s  
i s  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  d i f f i c u l t  t a s k  when t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  in  
q u e s t i o n  i s  t h e  f a m i l y .
M a n a g in g  p a r a d o x  i s  n o t  a new p r o b le m ;  i t  i s  s i m p l y  one  
t h a t  i s  made o b v i o u s  on a d a i l y  b a s i s  because  t h e  m e d ia  make 
s u r e  e v e r y o n e  knows e v e r y t h i n g  t h e r e  i s  t o  know, a l m o s t .  We 
a l l  know w here  we f a l l  s h o r t  e v e r y  t i m e  we l i s t e n  t o  t h e  
news, r e a d  a n e w s p a p e r ,  o r  w a tch  a Brady Bunch r e r u n .  
T e l e v i s i o n  makes t h e  s p l i t  be tween  r e a l i t y  and p o t e n t i a l  
e v e n  more im m e d ia te  t h a n  t h e  f u n n i e s  do.
I f ,  i n d e e d ,  The Medium i s  t h e  M a s s a g e , t h e  "massage"  
a b o u t  f a m i l y  i s  c l e a r .  The n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  o f  Mom + Dad + 
K id s  r e m a in s  t h e  v a l u e  to w a r d  w h ich  A m e r ic a n s  s t r i v e .
McLuhan saw t h e  e l e c t r o n i c  m e d i a ’ s a b i l i t y  t o  s p r e a d  i n f o r ­
m a t i o n  as a f o r c e  t h a t  would a l l o w  t h e  e n t i r e  w o r l d  t o  shape  
f u t u r e  g e n e r a t i o n s  ( 1 4 ) .  Mom and Dad were  t h o u g h t  t o  be
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o u t c l a s s e d  i n  a m e d i a - i n t e n s i v e  a g e .  T h a t  was t w e n t y - f i v e  
y e a r s  a g o .  W h a t e v e r  e l s e  may have  come t r u e  o f  t h i s  f u t u r e  
v i s i o n ,  t h e  w o r l d  has n o t  y e t  d i s p l a c e d  p a r e n t s  as t h e  
p r i m a r y  s o c i a l i z i n g  i n f l u e n c e  i n  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ’ s l i v e s .
The f a m i l y  n e s t ,  w h e t h e r  s a f e  h a r b o r  o r  h o r r o r  cham ber,  
s t i l l  s e t s  t h e  t o n e  f o r  each s u c c e e d in g  g e n e r a t i o n .
I n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  f u n n i e s ,  t h e  n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  i s  a t  an 
a l l  t i m e  p o p u l a r i t y  h i g h .  N ot  o n l y  a r e  t r a d i t i o n a l  n u c l e a r  
f a m i l i e s  l i k e  t h e  Bumsteads and t h e  F l a g s t o n s  s u c c e s s f u l l y  
a d a p t i n g  t o  t h e  9 0 ’ s ,  b u t  a l t e r n a t i v e  f a m i l i e s  a r e  c r e a t i n g  
t h e i r  own v e r s i o n s  o f  t h e  s a f e  h a v e n .  N o n - t r a d i t i o n a l  
f a m i l i e s  l i k e  t h e  one in  Babv B lu e s  a r e  r e - l e a r n i n g  t h e  
l e s s o n s  o f  c o o p e r a t i o n  and g rou p  g o a l s  i n  an age o f  i n d i v i d ­
u a l i s m .  Funny k i d s  in  t h e  f u n n i e s  s t i l l  come f r o m  s u p p o s ed ­
l y  a v e r a g e ,  a l l - A m e r i c a n  homes. And modern t r a d i t i o n a l  
f a m i l i e s  l i k e  t h e  P a t t e r s o n s  have s u c c e s s f u l l y  a d a p t e d  t h e  
o l d  norms t o  a new s o c i a l  o r d e r .  They a r e  t h e  key t o  u n d e r ­
s t a n d i n g  t h e  d ic h o to m y  between  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  and p o p u l a r  
m e d ia  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  f a m i l y .
The P a t t e r s o n s  r e p r e s e n t  a p e r f e c t i o n i s t  v ie w  o f  f a m i ­
l y ,  t h e  same v ie w  t h a t  makes c o r r e c t  f a m i l y  so d i f f i c u l t  t o  
a t t a i n  i n  t h e  9 0 ’ s .  T h e r e  a r e  i n c r e a s i n g  demands b e in g  
p l a c e d  upon f a m i l y ,  and i t  i s  p r o b a b l y  o v e r b u r d e n e d  i n s o f a r  
as i t  i s  e x p e c t e d  t o  p r o v i d e  e v e r y t h i n g  e v e r y  f a m i l y  member 
m ig h t  e v e r  need ( S t a n n a r d  8 5 ) .  But w o r k in g  o u t  a s ystem  
t h a t  w o rks  f o r  t h e  group  in  q u e s t i o n ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  a s y s te m
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e n t i r e l y  p r e s c r i b e d  by t r a d i t i o n ,  has made t h e  P a t t e r s o n  
h o u s e h o ld  work  f o r  i t s  members. Such an a p p ro a c h  i s  more  
u s e f u l  by f a r  t h a n  t h e  demands o f  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  t h a t  t h e  
s o c i a l  o r d e r  change  t o  accommodate a n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  
v e r s i o n  o f  f a m i l y  as we e n t e r  t h e  t w e n t y - f i r s t  c e n t u r y  o r  
t h a t  we s c r a p  o l d  b e l i e f  s e t s  because  t h e y  d o n ’ t  f i t  t h e  
c u r r e n t  r e a l i t y .
R a t h e r  t h a n  bemoaning t h e  b r e a k u p  o f  so many n u c l e a r  
f a m i l i e s ,  an a t t i t u d e  t h a t  p l a c e s  t h e  blame f o r  f a i l e d  
c h i l d r e n  on t h e  p e o p le  who a r e  t r y i n g  h a r d e s t  t o  r a i s e  them ,  
i . e .  s i n g l e  p a r e n t s ,  a more h e l p f u l  a p p ro a c h  m ig h t  be t o  
a c c e p t  t h a t  n o t  e v e r y  n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  i s  a r o a r i n g  s u c c e s s .  
B e t t e r  w o u ld  be t o  c o n c e n t r a t e  i n s t e a d  on means t o  a s s i s t  
a l t e r n a t e  v e r s i o n s  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  more s u i t e d  t o  t h e  r i g o r s  
o f  modern l i f e .  The d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  P a t t e r s o n  f a m i l y  
u n i t  and G a r f i e l d  and company i s  n o t  in  t h e  i d e o l o g y  o f  
f a m i l y  t h e y  p o r t r a y  b u t  in  t h e  way t h e y  p o r t r a y  i t .  The  
v a l u e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  h a v e n ’ t  changed in  
n i n e t y  y e a r s  i n  s p i t e  o f  c a t a c l y s m i c  s o c i a l  c h a n g e s .  Maybe  
w h a t  t h e  f u n n i e s  have  t o  t e l l  us i s  t h a t  some v a l u e s  a r e  
w o r t h  h o l d i n g  o n t o .  A f t e r  a l l ,  " T h a t  t h e  m e d ia  show us w h at  
i s  c u l t u r a l l y  and p e r s o n a l l y  i m p o r t a n t  i s  a t t e s t e d  by t h e  
f r e q u e n t  use  t o  w h ic h  many s c h o l a r s .  . . p u t  them in  s u b s t a n ­
t i a t i n g  f i n d i n g s  f r o m  o t h e r  d i s c i p l i n e s "  (W a h ls t r o m  1 9 7 ) .
Hughes 100
Works C i t e d
B e r g e r ,  A r t h u r  A sa .  The C o m i c - S t r i p p e d  A m e r ic a n :  What D ic k  
T r a c y ,  B l o n d i e .  Daddy Warbucks and C h a r l i e  Brown T e l l  
Us A b o u t  O u r s e l v e s . 1 9 7 3 .  B a l t i m o r e :  P e n g u in ,  1 9 7 4 .
M e d ia  A n a l y s i s  T e c h n i q u e s . Newbury P a r k ,  CA: Sage,  
1991 .
S ig n s  i n  C o n te m p o r a ry  C u l t u r e . New Y o r k :  Longman,  
1 9 8 4 .
C a l h o u n ,  A r t h u r  W. A S o c i a l  H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  A m e r ic a n  F a m i ly  
Volume I I I :  From 1865 t o  1 9 1 9 . 1 9 1 9 .  New Y o r k :
B a r n e s ,  1 9 60 .
C a l l a h a n ,  Bob, e d .  J i g g s  i s  B a c k . By George McManus.  
B e r k l e y ,  CA: C e l t i c ,  1 9 8 6 .
C a n a d y ,  John .  F o re w o rd .  The S m i t h s o n ia n  C o l l e c t i o n  o f  
New spaper  C o m ic s . Eds. B i l l  B la c k b o a r d  and M a r t i n  
W i l l i a m s .  W a s h in g to n ,  D . C . :  S m i t h s o n ia n  I n s t i t u t i o n  
P r e s s ,  1 9 7 7 .
C a v a n ,  R uth  S c h o n le .  The A m e r ic a n  F a m i l y . 1 9 5 3 .  New Y o r k :  
C r o w e l 1, 1 9 5 6 .
E i s n e r ,  W i l l .  Comics and S e q u e n t i a l  A r t . T a m a ra c ,  FL:  
P o o rh o u s e  P r e s s ,  1 985 .
F o l e y ,  N o r i n e .  "The R i s i n g  T i d e  o f  D i v o r c e . "  The S t .  Lo u i  s 
P o s t - P i s p a t c h . 2 June 1 9 4 6 ,  s e c .  7: 1.
Hughes 101
G a l e w i t z ,  H e r b ,  e d .  B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r  by GEO McManus.
s t a r r i n g  M a g g ie  and J i g g s . New Y o r k :  B o n a n z a -C r o w n , 
1 9 7 3 .
G e e r t z ,  C l i f f o r d .  The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  C u l t u r e s . New 
Y o r k :  B a s i c  Books, 1 9 73 .
G o u l a r t ,  Ron, e d . The E n c y c l o p e d i a  o f  A m e r ic a n  Comics From 
1697 t o  t h e  P r e s e n t . New Y o r k :  F a c t s  on F i l e ,  1 9 9 0 .
H a r v e y ,  R o b e r t  C. " B l o n d i e . "  G o u l a r t .  38
H a r v e y ,  R o b e r t  C. " B r i n g i n g  Up F a t h e r . "  G o u l a r t .  5 2 .
H o r n ,  M a u r i c e ,  e d . The W o r ld  E n c y c l o p e d i a  o f  C o m ic s . New 
Y o r k :  C h e l s e a  House,  1 9 7 6 .
I n g e ,  Thomas. Comics as C u l t u r e . J a c k s o n ,  MO: U n i v e r s i t y  
P r e s s  o f  M i s s i s s i p p i ,  1 9 9 0 .
M c lu h a n ,  M a r s h a l l  and Q u e n t i n  F i o r e .  The Medium i s  t h e
M a s s a g e . 1 9 6 7 .  New Y o r k :  T o u c h s to n e -S im o n  & S c h u s t e r ,
1989 .
M o w re r ,  E r n e s t  R. F a m i l y  D i s o r g a n i z a t i o n :  An I n t r o d u c t i o n
t o  a S o c i o l o g i c a l  A n a l y s i s . C h ic a g o :  U o f  C P r e s s ,
1 9 2 7 .
P o l i t z e r ,  H e i n z .  "From L i t t l e  Nemo t o  Li * 1 A b n e r . "  W h i te  
and A b e l . 3 9 - 5 4 .
S h e r i d a n ,  M a r t i n .  Comics and T h e i r  C r e a t o r s :  L i f e  S t o r i e s  
o f  A m e r ic a n  C a r t o o n i s t s . 1 9 4 4 .  New Y o r k :  Luna, 1 9 7 1 .
S h o r t e r ,  Edw ard .  The M ak ing  o f  t h e  Modern F a m i l y . New
Y o r k :  B a s i c ,  1 9 7 5 .
Hughes 102
S k o l n i c k ,  A r l e n e .  " P u b l i c  Im a g e s ,  P r i v a t e  R e a l i t i e s :  The
A m e r ic a n  F a m i l y  in  P o p u l a r  C u l t u r e  and S o c i a l  S c i e n c e . "  
T u f t e  and M y e r h o f f .  2 9 7 - 3 1 5 .
S t a n n a r d ,  D a v id  E. "Changes in  t h e  A m e r ic a n  F a m i l y :  F i c t i o n  
and R e a l i t y . "  T u f t e  and M y e r h o f f .  8 3 - 9 6 .
T o s u n e r - F i k e s , L e b r i z .  "A G u ide  f o r  A n t h r o p o l o g i c a l  F i e l d ­
work  on C o n te m p o r a ry  A m e r ic a n  C u l t u r e . "  R e s e a r c h in g  
A m e r ic a n  C u l t u r e . Ed. Conrad P h i l l i p  K o t t a k .  Ann 
A r b o r ,  M I :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M ic h i g a n  P r e s s ,  1 9 8 2 .  1 0 - 3 5 .
T u f t e ,  V i r g i n i a  and B a r b a r a  M y e r h o f f ,  e d s .  C hang ing  Images  
o f  t h e  F a m i l y . New Haven:  Y a l e  UP, 1 9 7 9 .
W a h l s t r o m ,  B i l l i e  J o y c e .  " Im ages  o f  F a m i l y  in  t h e  Mass 
M e d i a . "  T u f t e  and M y e r h o f f .  1 9 3 - 2 2 7 .
W a l k e r ,  B r i a n .  The B e s t  o f  Hi and L o is  by M o r t  W a lk e r  and 
D ik  B ro w n e . B e d f o r d ,  NY: C om icana ,  1 9 8 6 .
Wepman, D e n n i s .  " F o r  B e t t e r  o r  For  W o r s e ."  G o u l a r t .  137 .
W h i t e ,  D a v id  M anning  and R o b e r t  H. A b e l ,  e d s .  The F u n n ie s :  
an A m e r ic a n  I d i o m . London: F r e e  P r e s s  o f  G l e n c o e -  
M a c m i11 a n , 1 9 6 3 .
W h i t e ,  D a v i d  M ann ing  and R o b e r t  H. A b e l .  " I n t r o d u c t i o n :  
Comic S t r i p s  and A m e r ic a n  C u l t u r e . "  W h i t e  and A b e l .  
1 - 3 5  .
Young,  Dean and R i c k  M a r s c h a l l .  B l o n d i e  and Dagwood’ s 
A m e r i c a . New Y o r k :  H a r p e r  & Row, 1 9 8 1 .
